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Chapter 1 


Few things worried me as much as the government 
announcing good news. When major corporations got 
involved, that made the whole thing all the more 
worrisome, especially when it came to technology. 


The news made the front page and was the first thing I saw 
as I sat in the subway train. "Government Promises Free 
Smart Implants for Everyone." A large picture of Helen 
Savard, the Canadian minister of technology and 
innovation, accompanied the article. She was standing with 
a bald, pudgy man wearing an expensive suit and a tall 
woman with blond hair tied in a ponytail, probably 
representatives from Prototek and Nordica. According to 
the article, both companies agreed to work with the 
government in providing free implants. A few service 
providers were also part of the deal, offering entry-level 
wireless plans, Teledax chief among them. 


"For Christ's sake, Aaron, drop the newspaper already,’ my 
sister said from the seat next to mine. She brushed her 
dark hair away from her face. "You know everyone's staring 
at you, right?" 


I looked around, and found a few people observing me with 
raised eyebrows. Physical newspapers had become a rarity. 
I often wondered how long news outlets would still bother 
printing them. They might very well switch to purely digital 
versions with implants now available to everyone. After all, 
who would want to read a physical paper when their ocular 
implants could show them virtual articles carefully chosen 
by the core implant located at the back of their spine? The 


woman next to me was doing just that, staring blankly at 
something in front of her and giggling to herself. 


"You know I don't care what strangers think of me, 
Rebecca." I returned my attention to the paper. Truth be 
told, I could read the news on my tablet, but I enjoyed the 
feeling of physical paper. 


The article mentioned a one billion dollar budget to provide 
everyone the required surgery and promote the initiative. A 
free data plan supported by advertisement was mentioned 
but not explained. 


"I can't believe this." I slapped the paper with the back of 
my hand. 


“Implants for everyone?" Rebecca said. "About time. People 
can't even get a job without them nowadays. It'll be great 
for InSight, too. More people with implants means more 
players for Legends." InSight Interactive was the company 
Rebecca worked for as a game designer, and Legends of 
Akharan, a game she'd spent years creating and improving, 
surged in popularity by including smart implants in its 
design, allowing players to trade items in public. 


I shook my head."I understand what you mean but it still 
worries me. Smart implants are invasive, and we barely 
know how they work. I don't think that implanting the 
entire population with devices that allow corporations to 
spy through their eyes is a good idea." 


Rebecca rolled her eyes. "It's just a tool, Aaron. Christ, 
you're paranoid." 


"It's far more than a tool." I took a deep breath and forced a 
smile." But let's not reopen old arguments. Let's just find 
mom's birthday present and avoid the topic." 


Rebecca fell silent, which I took as a cue to flip through the 
pages, eventually stumbling upon my picture on page four. 
A journalist had interviewed me earlier during the week, 
wanting my opinion on the proposal. The article seemed to 
capture the gist of my objections, although it did little to 
truly highlight the risks. "Social Activist Aaron Flynn Warns 
Against Dangers of Smart Implants," it read. It went on to 
explain how giving so much control to a few corporations 
could pose a significant risk, although it failed to mention 
any of the examples I provided them. The article ended with 
a comment from a Prototek executive, one Dolores Gill, 
reassuring the population that they weren't in the business 
of invading their lives. 


The train stopped, and a mix of people stepped inside, most 
of them still halfgroggy from the early hour. Two teenage 
boys flicked their fingers at one another as if throwing 
invisible darts. One of them grinned as the other threw his 
arms in the air in frustration. 


Rebecca smiled as she pointed at them. "That's the latest 
feature we added to Legends. You can duel any random 
stranger who's running the game." 


I nodded absentmindedly as I returned my attention to the 
paper, but there didn't seem to be anything else on the 
subject of implants. I skimmed an article about a World War 
I memorial getting restored. 


A tap on my shoulder prompted me to turn around. 


A young, dark-skinned woman no older than her mid 
twenties smiled at me. She wore long, braided hair and 
carried a backpack. "You're Aaron Flynn, right?" 


I smiled back. "Guilty as charged. Have we met before?" 


She shook her head nervously. "I don't think so. I was ata 
talk you gave a few years ago about implants and how 
they're dangerous. I've kind of been a fan ever since." She 
grinned as she took her phone—an older Nordica model— 
out of her pocket. "I run Opentouch on my phone, too." 


"I'm glad you like Opentouch." It always warmed my heart 
to see people using the mobile operating system I helped 
develop. "I haven't given any talks in years though. I'm 
surprised anyone remembers them." While warning people 
about the dangers of proprietary technology and promoting 
free, open source software used to be the center of my life, 
I'd since decided to focus my talents on the more practical 
task of helping businesses adopt said free, open source 
software. 


"I take it you're as mad as I am about this government 
bullshit?" she spat. "Prototek and Nordica are just trying to 
spy on everyone. Me and some friends are organizing a 
protest against them." 


“Good luck." Uncertain how to react, I offered an 
encouraging smile. As much as I wanted to support her 
initiative, I wasn't quite ready to return to my old life. "I 
take it you don't use implants at all?" 


"Oh hell no. I paid attention when you said that using any of 
that crap lets corporations spy on everything you do. 
Apparently, even SenseOS isn't safe." 


I nodded. "Well, SenseOS is a step in the right direction. It's 
not perfect, but if you care about software freedom, it's 
better than Kiva or Virtuoso." 


While SenseOS was free software—its source code was free 
for everyone to modify and redistribute—the implants 
themselves still used proprietary firmware, meaning 


Nordica could potentially use hidden backdoors to remotely 
access the devices. This alternative operating system could 
essentially be installed on most Nordica implants, replacing 
the default system, Kiva. By my estimate, SenseOS replaced 
about seventy percent of Nordica's code with open code 
that could be reviewed or modified by its users. 


“But would you say it's okay to use it?" she asked. 


I shrugged. "It's better than using the base system." I 
paused. "I don't think you told me your name?" 


"Oh, sorry." She extended a hand. "I'm Susan." I shook her 
offered hand."So, can we count on your support for the 
protest?" 


"T'll see if my schedule allows it, but I'll definitely write 
something about it on my blog. Send me an email. My 
address should be on the Libresource website." 


"Thanks, I'll keep in touch." 


Rebecca shook her head as Susan walked away." You never 
stop, do you?" 


"Like it or not, I'm still somewhat relevant in this 
movement. Smart implants aren't as safe as people think. I 
just want them to know there're other options, that's it." 


The train came to a stop. "Let's just go buy Mom a gift." 
Rebecca stood up and walked toward the exit. 


KKK 
Rebecca had been staring at a display full of Nordica gift 


cards for the past minute, scratching her head. She picked 
one and fiddled with it, spinning it between her fingers. 


"Go ahead if you want to buy it," I said. "But you know how I 
feel about you giving Mom anything implant-related. If you 
still want us to get her something together, it should 
probably be more meaningful than that." I looked around, 
trying to find an alternative, but nothing caught my eye. 


"Don't worry,’ She returned the card to its place. "I was just 
thinking of adding it as an extra gift from me." 


I sighed. "This might be her last birthday where she still 
recognizes us. Another reason why we should get her 
something more meaningful than a gift card." 


She shook her head." Don't be so dramatic, Aaron. You 
know very well that her Precious Moments app lets her 
record anything important." 


I groaned." Recordings and memories aren't the same 
thing." 


Rebecca rolled her eyes. "I know that, but this is Mom's life 
we're talking about. At least she has something." 


"I'm not denying that the concept has merit," I pointed out, 
“but she just handed over her entire life to Nordica so you 
can pretend she's still lucid. Recordings stored on some 
server don't constitute real memories, and you know it." 


Rebecca recoiled. 


I took a deep breath, realizing what I'd just said. "I'm sorry, 
but you know how I feel about it. Can't we just get our 
picture taken together? That way it'll at least look like we're 
a united family." 


She eyed me up and down. "Fine, but lose the jacket. It 
wouldn't have hurt for you to shave, either." She waved her 


hand in front of her eyes, which took on a too-familiar blue 
glimmer. "The photographer's available in ten minutes. I 
just made a reservation." 


I looked at my old jacket. It was a relic from the seventies, 
brown with leather patches on the elbows. "Alright, no 
jacket," I relented. "But there's no way I'm getting rid of the 
beard." I'd grown it a few years ago, at about the same time 
I developed a noticeable balding spot on the back of my 
head. While I kept my facial hair short, I couldn't see myself 
without it. 


"Okay, let's do it," she led the way toward the mall's 
photographer. 
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We were photographed mere moments after meeting the 
photographer. Rebecca and I then went our separate ways. 
She headed for InSight's studio downtown, while I made my 
way to Libresource, in the heart of Verdun. A quick metro 
ride got me there only an hour and a half late. 


I entered the nondescript brick office building and climbed 
the stairs, heading for the windowless brown door sporting 
Libresource's logo. It wasn't a large office, sandwiched 
between a graphic design company and a currently empty 
office space being used for storage by the building owner. 


Joey was the first to welcome me as I arrived in the modest 
room that served as Libresource's headquarters. The place 
was small but cozy. Four desks occupied the room, with Joey 
and I on the left, Taylor, our full-time developer, on the 
right, and another currently empty desk next to his. Most of 
the furniture had been donated or bought used, which 
made the office seem more like a living room than a work 
environment. We'd built all our computers ourselves using 


the work station at the back of the office next to the large 
window, where our engineer, Sophie, usually worked. It 
wasn't much, but it gave me the support I needed for my 
work as a tech consultant. 


"I take it you saw the news?" Joey said. The glimmer in his 
eyes so common with ocular implants always unsettled me. 
It gave his eyes a blueish tinge that clashed with his dark 
skin. 


"T have, not that we didn't expect it." I hesitated and shook 
my head." My sister was ecstatic about it." 


"That must have been fun." Taylor kept staring at his 
monitor from his workstation in front of my desk as he 
spoke, munching on a breakfast burrito. Bits of eggs stuck 
in his beard. 


“Never mind Rebecca," I said as I sat on the old brown 
couch we kept near the entrance. "Either way, Taylor. Any 
news on the Westside Brewery front?" 


He grinned at me. "Oh yeah, we hit the jackpot. I found a 
guy in Switzerland who runs his own brewery and made the 
exact module we're looking for. All his code's open, so I 
spent the whole evening going through it yesterday. He told 
me he got all his recipes in his module, and it translates to 
ingredients used, how much it'll cost, everything." 


I leaned forward. "Good. At least we got some good news 
today. Did you try integrating it with Westside's system?" 


"Yup. I ran into a few hiccups, but I've been chatting with 
Paul—the guy from Switzerland—and he's been helping me 
out. I think he'll even use some of my code on his end." 


“Good work, Taylor." 


Joey waved his hand in front of his face, and his implants 
turned off, his eyes returning to their natural brown. "I just 
hope that mass implantation doesn't hurt business. Still, I 
imagine you'll want to release a statement." 


I stood up. "I've been thinking about it the entire way to the 
office. We knew it would happen sooner or later. I suppose 
we'll just have to keep telling our customers they have the 
right not to use implants, and if that fails, make sure 
SenseOS is offered as a compromise." 


"Like Prototek will let that happen," Taylor said. "They've 
been sucking the government's dicks for months. You know 
they won't let go once they have everyone implanted. 
They'll just keep giving us all a good ass ramming." He 
raised his fist in an obscene gesture. 


"I didn't need this image so early in the day, Taylor." I shook 
my head as I moved to my desk, next to Joey's. 


I opened my email inbox and found it overflowing with 
questions from concerned free software users worried 
about their school or workplace pressuring them to get 
implants. As much as I tried to focus my effort on my 
consulting work, activism wasn't something I could just 
ignore completely. I clicked on the first email, which came 
from Susan, the woman I'd met in the metro earlier. 


"Oh, Aaron," Joey said as I read Susan's email. He waited 
for me to turn away from my monitor before continuing. "I'll 
need Friday off in two weeks. I have an appointment at the 
clinic." 


“Hormones again?" Taylor asked with his mouth full. 


"Maybe," Joey said. "It's just the usual tests, but they might 
have to readjust something." He scratched his chin. "Maybe 


I'll be able to grow a beard eventually." 


“We can manage without you for a day," I said. "You're not 
having problems with your transition, are you?" 


Joey shook his head and chuckled." Nah, it's just a routine 
thing. Nothing to worry about." 


"Good," I said. "For now, we should figure out what we're 
going to do about this announcement." I leaned toward 
Joey. "Do you think you could get me an appearance 
somewhere? People will be expecting it, and the visibility 
wouldn't hurt." 


"Plus, you know, let people know that the whole thing's a 

scam," Taylor said, his eyes still locked on his monitor. He 
clicked his mouse a few times. "When companies like that 
give you shit for free, you're usually the product." 


“And that's what I want to talk about." I tapped my desk 
with a finger. "People need to know that implants still come 
with a price. They need to know about their options, but 
also that SenseOS might not be perfect. Business owners 
who might be afraid should know that they can come to us 
for answers." 


Joey shrugged. "SenseOS is good enough. I mean, yeah, 
theoretically the government could have remote access to 
my implants, but why would they care about me? It's not 
like any of us can live in a cave." 


Taylor took another bite from his burrito. "It would freak me 
out if some dickhead at Nordica could watch me jack off 
from my own eyes. I dunno how you do it, Joey." 


"They probably have better things to do," I said. "No 
offense, Taylor, but I can't imagine anyone wanting to watch 


whatever it is you do in your private time." 


“Besides, most of the spying is done through apps," Joey 
said. "The worst features aren't even supported on 
SenseOS." 


"Except for the ocular drivers." Taylor counted with his 
fingers. "And the proprietary wireless chip, and the money 
chip, and the neural connections—" 


"I get it." Joey shook his head with a light chuckle. "Doesn't 
change that you two would be out of a job if I couldn't find 
you customers, and how am I gonna get them? Email? 
We're not in 2018 anymore." 


I scratched my chin. "You know, I never thought about it 
that way. I hope you didn't get implants just on our 
account." 


Joey raised an eyebrow. "I got them for the weather app." 
He chuckled again. "Seriously, it's not as bad as you guys 
think. It's just a tool I use to get on the Internet, message 
people, take pictures. Yeah, there are abusive apps out 

there. I just try to be smart about how I use my implants." 


"I'm sure they're convenient," I said. "I just don't think I'd 
be comfortable giving any technology so much power over 
me. It's not even a question of how open the code is, to be 
honest. Anything can be exploited." 


"Now you're beginning to sound like Taylor," Joey said. 
"He's still right," Taylor said. 


I waved my hand dismissively. "Either way, we should all get 
back to work. I'll start writing our response for the blog, 
and link to the SenseOS installation guide. Joey, you'll 


probably have your work cut out for you. Try to get me an 
interview or two, whatever you think will help. Taylor, are 
you still working on the Westside project?" 


"Yeah. You told me they were a priority client, so I'm 
sticking with them. Really, all I have left to do is make sure 
all of Westside's recipes integrate properly with Paul's 
module. I can switch to SenseOS for a few days if you want." 


I shook my head." No. SenseOS has their own team, and 
they're not lacking for contributors. We can't lose track of 
our clients; they're the priority. I imagine Sophie's still at 
Westside today?" 


"Setting up touchscreens next to their machines, yeah. She 
said she'll be done in two days." 


"That's fine," I said."She told me she might have a lead on 
buying one of the new implant models though, and she's 
been asking if she can work on it." 


"That'd be great." Taylor glanced up from his monitor. 


I frowned. "I'm not sure if I can spare her for a project like 
that. Maybe if we had someone else who knows their way 
around implants." 


Joey whistled and shook his head. "Not with our current 
revenue, sorry. Unless you find someone willing to do it pro- 
bono." 


I scratched my chin. "Put out a message. It's doubtful we'll 
find anyone, but maybe there's an activist out there willing 
to come here a few hours a week. If Sophie really can find 
the latest hardware, reverse-engineering it would be 
significant." I took a deep breath and forced an uneasy 


smile. "It has been a while since we reversed-engineered 
anything." 


Joey turned back to his computer. "Nothing to lose, I guess. 
I'll get right on it." 
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Most of the day was spent answering emails and forum 
posts. From worried free software supporters, to would-be 
activists, to concerned clients, I found little time to get 
actual work done. I wrote a blog post explaining that no one 
should be forced to use any one piece of technology, be it 
for ideological, religious, or security reasons. I mentioned 
how I'd developed Opentouch a decade ago so people could 
still use older phones and tablets, even after official support 
ended and manufacturers pressured users to switch to 
implants. I also linked the SenseOS website and explained 
various ways in which people could contribute to the 
project, such as finding bugs or writing documentation. 


The SenseOS forums bustled with activity, mostly consisting 
of people asking if SenseOS would really block 
advertisement, seeing it as nothing more than Nordica's 
Kiva system with ad-blocking features. I frowned at the 
multiple guides explaining how to install SenseOS and then 
re-enable the connection to Nordica's servers. Even though 
the SenseOS developers refused to support proprietary 
software, an app had been written by a different group to 
bridge Nordica accounts to SenseOS. I had once written an 
article advising against it, but to little avail. 


I leaned back on my chair and massaged my temples. 
“Bunch of idiots," I mumbled under my breath. As much as 
people had the right to choose, so many missing the point in 
such a way was a Strain on my patience. 


Taylor's chuckle brought me back to reality. "Man, you look 
like you spent too much time on the SenseOS forums." 


"I just saw another flamewar about adding support for 
proprietary apps on the wiki." I shook my head. "I wish I 
could just forget about this implant business and get 
something done. Can't people just not get implants and go 
on with their lives?" 


Joey smiled sheepishly. "You know it's not that simple." 
"I know," I said as I closed the browser tab. 


"For the record," he continued while browsing something 
on his implants. "You don't have to get involved in the 
protest movement. If I remember properly, you started 
Libresource because you wanted to get away from activism 
and build something more concrete." 


"Actually, I started Libresource to legitimize my activism 
and facilitate Opentouch development. You're the one who 
talked me into focusing on business." I forced a smile. "But 
you're right. I shouldn't let it get to me. Things will calm 
down eventually once people realize they're not forced to 
do anything." 


"Yeah right," Taylor said with a scoff. 
I frowned." Not now, Taylor." 


Joey raised a finger. "Hold on, I got a message." He flipped 
his right index in front of his face, then grinned at me after 
a few seconds. "All right, Aaron, I got the jackpot. They 
want you on Tracy Tonight." 


I blinked. "Seriously? Will it be just me?" 


"Sorry, no. They want you to debate with representatives 
from Teledax and Prototek." He moved his finger upwards, 
probably reading a message. "Between you and me, I think 
they're looking for controversy, but exposure is exposure, 
and you know how popular Tracy Tonight is." 


"You don't have to convince me," I said. "I'll take it. It's not 
like it'll be my first rough interview. Any idea when they 
want me on?" 


"Two days," Joey said. "It doesn't give you a lot of time to 
prepare. I do have the names of the people you'll appear 
with." He moved his finger up and down, no doubt browsing 
on his implants. "Here we go. Simon Brodeur, the president 
of Teledax, and Dolores Gill, VP of public relations for 
Prototek." 


"Noted." I stood and patted him on the shoulder. "Good 
work." 


Chapter 2 


Smells were the first thing I noticed whenever I stepped 
inside a TV studio. Between the hot, bright lights and the 
cramped makeup areas, it created a mix of sweat and 
cosmetic chemicals I always found quite foul. Then there 
was the yelling and noise that turned the entire place into a 
circus. How any work could get done in such an 
environment was beyond me. But then, the people working 
there probably just got used to it. 


I looked around, wondering just where I would be expected 
to go. A plethora of spotlights, cameras, monitors, and 
machines I wouldn't even venture a guess as to their 
purpose surrounded the stage of the familiar talk show. 
Tracy McClane's well-known oval desk seemed smaller in 
person, and the three red leather sofas stood closer to one 
another than I expected. I approached the set, curiosity 
getting the better of me. The clean office wall behind the 
desk was actually a flimsy-looking piece of plywood painted 
in light blue. It seemed a miracle that none of the 
technicians running around ever tripped on the wooden 
supports holding it in place. It wobbled as a young woman 
climbed a ladder behind it in order to weave a wire into the 
metal frame hanging on top of the stage. 


A hand grabbed my shoulder. "Mr. Flynn?" 
I turned around. A bald dark-skinned man smiled at me. 


"I'm sorry," I turned my attention toward him, trying to 
ignore the hubbub surrounding us. "But I have no idea 
where I'm supposed to go. The woman at the reception just 
told me to wait here." 


"They're waiting for you in makeup," the man replied. 
“Would you like anything? Coffee?" 


"Just water." I pointed at an open door behind which stood a 
series of mirrors with a chair in front of each. "In there?" 


"Yes, sir. I take it this is your first time in our studio?" 
"I've been to studios before," I said. "None this big." 


"Well, if you need anything, don't hesitate. My name is 
Gabe. Ask for me if you have any questions." 


"T'll keep it in mind. I shouldn't keep the makeup artist 
waiting." 


The small room I entered consisted of three tables 
dominated by large, well-illuminated mirrors. Different pots 
and bottles sporting brands I only knew in passing were 
carefully arranged on each table. 


A middle-aged woman with pale gray curly hair greated me. 
"Mr. Flynn, is it?" 


I nodded as I sat down. "I was asked to come here." I 
glanced around the rather claustrophobic room. 


"We'll be done with you soon, hon," she said. "Just gotta 
retouch your skin a tad, make sure you look good to the 
camera." She applied some sticky powder to my skin. " You'll 
want to head to the changing room after." 


I looked down at my black turtleneck and brown jacket. 
"What's wrong with my clothes?" 


The mirror's reflection exaggerated her frown. "Nothing, 
honey. Most guests usually go for sponsorships. There's 


good money in it." 


"IT don't do sponsorships." While I'd been tempted, I 
couldn't dilute my message by making brand endorsements, 
no matter how trivial. 


“No implants, no sponsorships. Sounds like a really limited 
life." She giggled. "So, what do you do in your spare time 
anyway?" 


"The same as everyone, I suppose," I said with a shrug. "I 
spend time with friends, jog outside, watch online shows. I 
play badminton once a week." 


"All of it without implants?" 


A sigh escaped my lips. "Yes, there's still plenty of us who 
are happy to live without a chip at the back of our spines. 
Humanity did fine for thousands of years without implants." 


She giggled again. "I don't know what I'd do without my 
implants telling me where my friends are, letting me snap 
pictures and get them on my Friendhub. I don't think I 
could even touch you up without my makeup app giving me 
tips." 


I stayed immobile, waiting for her to finish applying some 
white powder to my face before replying. "This is exactly 
what I'm talking about. We become so dependent on this 
technology, it gets to the point where we can't function 
without it." 


The makeup lady stayed silent. Then she moved her hand 
around, probably fiddling with one of her apps. I tried to 
hide my discomfort through a smile. 


"Seems like it's true, what they told me about you," a 
woman Said from the doorway with a deep British accent. I 
turned to the voice's direction and found a tall woman with 
pale skin wearing a gray business suit, complete with a pin 
displaying a sharp-angled P—Prototek's logo. She wore her 
long blond hair in a tight ponytail and smiled lightly at me. 
“Dolores Gill, VP of public relations for Prototek." She 
extended her hand. I recognized her from the various 
pictures of her I'd seen while preparing for the show. 


"Aaron Flynn." I shook her hand and forced a smile. "And in 
my defense, I was answering this woman's question." | 
tipped my head at the makeup lady, who ignored me as she 
browsed something on her implants. "So, what did they tell 
you about me?" 


Dolores kept smiling as if we were old friends having a 
casual discussion. "That you were very passionate, and that 
I should expect a heated debate." 


A chuckle escaped my lips. "A few years ago, that might 
have been true." 


She raised an eyebrow and moved to leave the room, 
motioning for me to follow her. "And now?" 


I glanced at the makeup artist who nodded at me, 
prompting me to follow Dolores. "I suppose I'm more 
worried about my company. Although my opinion about 
implants hasn't changed." I looked around as I tried to keep 
pace with Dolores's stride. "By the way, where are we 
going?" 


"The guest room," she said as she relaxed her pace, 
allowing me to catch up. "We can wait there while they get 
ready for us." She paused. "I take it you don't visit TV 
studios that often?" 


"I've been on TV before,” I said. "I'll admit that this is my 
biggest gig." 


"So a good opportunity to spread your message?" 


"For the people willing to listen to it, although I expect quite 
the debate." 


She smiled as we neared a nondescript gray door. "I'd like 
to think of it more as a discussion." 


She opened the door, revealing a waiting room filled with 
comfortable-looking sofas and one longer couch. A table 
stood in the middle surrounded by plastic chairs. A coffee 
machine and two pitchers of water were left for our use. A 
small man with short brown hair and a tailored suit 
probably worth more than everything in the Libresource 
office put together sat in a corner, talking on his phone in 
hushed tones. I recognized him instantly: Simon Bordeur, 
Teledax's CEO. 


I sat on the nearest sofa. "Either way, we'll have plenty of 
time to debate on the air." I smiled at Dolores and meant it 
this time. Truth be told I'd argued my fair share in my 
younger days, and I didn't have that energy anymore. If this 
woman wanted to avoid the topic of implants, I was more 
than happy to indulge her. 


She sat on the couch, in the spot closest to me. She leaned 
on a hand. Her relaxed demeanor was almost unsettling. 
"Oh, by the way, could I ask you for a small favor?" 


I couldn't help but blink. "What kind?" 


"IT have a brother,” she said. "He's a big fan, and he keeps 
bringing up those talks of yours. It's kind of silly, I know, but 
he'd love your autograph." 


I laughed heartily. "The brother of a Prototek executive 
watches my old talks? Your family events must get 
interesting." 


"You have no idea," she replied with a laugh of her own. 
“Honestly, I expected our conversation to be similar to some 
of the debates he dragged me into." 


I took out a card and signed my first name, using the 
version of my signature I kept for situations such as this. 
"I've done my share of activism." I handed her the card. 
"Nowadays, I find it more efficient to help businesses who 
want to get rid of proprietary software—no offense." 


"None taken." 


"And as for your brother," I continued, "I know what it's 
like. I have a sister who works in the video game industry. 
Let's just say that finding common ground is a challenge." 


"Too bad we can't switch for a few days," she joked, 
prompting the two of us to share in a laugh. Brodeur glared 
at us as he stepped outside the room, his hand over his 
phone. 


I stood and poured myself and Dolores glasses of water 
from one of the pitchers. I moved to the couch, next to her. 
“You know," I said." You're not at all what I expected." 


She took a sip of water. "And what did you expect?" 


I shrugged. "I don't know. Someone more like him?" I 
tipped my head toward Brodeur, who still talked on the 
phone outside the break room. 


Dolores grinned at me. "That, I'll keep for when we're on 
the air." 


I scratched my beard. "I suppose I'll do the same with my 
anti-implant arguments." 


"I'm glad we can agree on that." She leaned back on the 
couch. 


I relaxed as I settled comfortably on the couch. "So, tell me 
about that brother of yours." 


“Charlie? Not much to tell. He writes code from home, 
apparently for open source projects. I think he even worked 
on that tablet operating system you created?" 


"Opentouch," I said. 


She raised a finger. "That's the one. He talks about 
Libresource a lot, but he always complains that you're not 
as active as you used to be and that you should go back to 
giving talks and going to protests." 


"He's not the only one," I said. "Focusing my effort on 
consulting rather than activism left a few supporters 
disappointed." 


“Looking at how he lives, I can see why," Dolores continued. 
“He barely makes enough money to get by. I offered him a 
job at Prototek, which only got him mad." 


I shrugged. "I can't really blame him. No offense, but it's 
hard for us free software supporters to see your company 
as anything else than evil." 


She laughed. "That, I can believe." She stood up as the 
same bald man who'd first showed me around entered the 
room. "I think they're ready for us. Whatever happens out 
there, remember that it's not personal." 


>K>K>K 


Bright lights shone on my face, blinding me to everything 
outside the stage. While the decor had appeared flimsy 
when I first walked in, I found it quite impressive with the 
lights on. Tracy McClane sat behind her large desk, 
grimacing as she prepared for the producer to give the 
signal. 


The Prototek logo glistened in her eyes for a second as she 
turned toward me and the other guests. It was one of the 
many ridiculous features of high-end implants. She nodded 
at me, indicating that the cameras would roll in five 
seconds. I shouldn't have been surprised that the producer 
would communicate with everyone through an app. When 
they realized at the last minute that such a method 
wouldn't work for me, we improvised a signal. 


“Good evening Canada, and welcome to Tracy Tonight." 
Tracy McClane smiled at the camera. "Tonight, we talk 
about smart implants, which are now considered an 
essential service. As you all know, the government 
announced its plan to implant every Canadian citizen, free 
of charge. To discuss this, I have three special guests with 


me. 


The chair closest to the desk was occupied by Brodeur. He 
must have received some cue from his implant, as he turned 
toward the camera. 


"This is Simon Brodeur," Tracy continued, "President and 
CEO of Teledax Mobility, one of the major service providers 
providing discount services to newly implanted citizens, and 
the only provider to offer a free entry-level service." 


The man nodded. "Happy to be here, Tracy." 


Sitting next to him was Dolores who smiled at the camera 
as well. 


"We're also happy to have Dolores Gill, VP of public 
relations for Prototek, one of two corporations graciously 
offering their implants to the population as part of this new 
initiative." 


"Good evening," she said. 


I turned toward the camera, knowing it was my turn to be 
introduced. 


"And finally, we have Aaron Flynn, MIT graduate and social 
activist. Aaron is the founder of Libresource, a consulting 
firm focused on offering free and open source software to 
small and medium sized businesses. He's also the creator of 
Opentouch, an operating system that can be installed on 
over a hundred models of older smartphones and tablets no 
longer supported by their manufacturers. Aaron runs a 
website advocating against smart implants, believing them 
to be harmful." 


Between the searing spotlight and Tracy's carefully 
manufactured voice, I couldn't think of anything to say. I 
nodded, which seemed to be enough. 


"Let's start with you, Simon," Tracy said. "What kind of 
investment are we talking about for your company?" 


"Well, I'm never one to turn away new customers,” Brodeur 
said, prompting both Tracy and Dolores to laugh. I made 
sure to keep my expression straight. "But seriously, when 
the government contacted us about the plan, we knew we 
had to be part of it. While we offer a free entry-level 
service, we do feel confident that most people will 
eventually choose to upgrade. For those who either don't 


want to pay or can't afford to, they can still enjoy basic 
Internet access." 


I raised a hand. "What you forgot to mention is that the free 
plan isn't quite the full service." I leaned forward and 
directed a glare at the man." These users only have access 
to a small portion of the Internet—mostly websites chosen 
by your company. This is a clear violation of the principles of 
net neutrality." 


Brodeur's smile didn't even waver as he shrugged. "We 
presented this plan to the government, and they approved 
it. I should mention that anyone is free to upgrade to our 
basic thirty-five-dollar-a-month plan, where these 
restrictions are removed. A limited Internet is also an easy 
way for people to learn how to navigate it. There is no 
chance of ever encountering a malicious site when all the 
websites are pre-approved by Teledax." 


"You didn't answer my concern," I continued. " Your entry- 
level service completely disregards net neutrality." 


"Again," Brodeur said, "what we do is perfectly legal. This 
limited version of the Internet was approved as long as our 
paid plans included full access, which means we don't 
violate any of the existing laws. This entry-level plan gives 
access to people who previously couldn't afford this 
essential service. Anyone who finds it insufficient is free to 
upgrade." 


"All right," I said, "Let's talk about something else: 
advertisements injected inside content. It's a well- 
documented fact that your services come with a hidden 
script that scans everyday speech for keywords in order to 
send users personalized ads. Some would call that a 
violation of privacy." 


Simon laughed, just enough to get under my skin. I tooka 
deep breath as he spoke. "You're certainly entitled to your 
opinion, Aaron, but most people accept advertisement as a 
normal part of life. As I said previously, our terms are 
perfectly legal and clearly stated in the service agreements 
our customers sign. Also, wouldn't you rather see ads that 
are actually relevant to you?" 


"Let's be honest." Dolores turned toward Tracy. "This entire 
project wouldn't be possible without advertisement. 
Offering free implants to an entire population alongside 
Internet access is expensive, and while the government has 
been extremely generous with its financing, it would never 
work without the significant income we get from 
advertising. We can think of it as a necessary evil." 


"Speaking of, Dolores," Tracy said. "Tell us a bit about how 
your company got involved in this project?" 


I had to use all of my self-control not to sigh. While I hadn't 
received an answer I considered satisfactory, it was 
probably the best I could hope for. I avoided looking at 
Dolores, remembering that on the air, she wouldn't be as 
friendly. 


"I'd be happy to, Tracy," Dolores said with the same 
practiced honeyed tongue as everyone else on that stage. 
“Prototek actually lobbied the government for such an 
initiative. As you may know, we've been long-time 
supporters of increased access to modern technology. 
Smart implants allow individuals to find jobs more easily, be 
better informed, and stay connected to their friends and 
family. That's not even considering the safety features. If 
your child has implants, you always know where they are." 


"That certainly gave me peace of mind a few times," Simon 
said as he shared another laugh with Dolores. Even Tracy 
smiled, although to her credit, she kept her reactions on the 
tame side. 


"But certainly, there's financial gain for Prototek here," 
Tracy said. I nodded my agreement with the point. 


"Well, we are a for-profit company,’ Dolores said. "And as 
Simon mentioned, we don't shy away from the significant 
advertising revenue we get from this project. However, in 
the end, don't we all gain from building a more 
interconnected society?" 


"As long as connecting remains a choice," I said. 


Dolores turned toward me." No one ever claimed otherwise. 
No user is ever forced to use any one specific app or even 
to get implants at all, for that matter." 


"But they're just so convenient," Simon said with an almost 
dismissive shrug. "Why not get them if it's free?" 


I was about to reply, but Tracy raised her hand. "Actually, 
Aaron, why don't we move on to you. First of all, you first 
became known for the creation of Opentouch. Why don't 
you tell our viewers about that?" 


I cleared my throat. "Certainly. I started Opentouch at 
about the same time implants were coming out. As 
smartphone and tablets were abandoned by their 
manufacturers and no longer supported, I decided to create 
a mobile operating system made specifically for these users 
who might not be tech-saavy enough to install anything 
complex. It's entirely free software. Anyone can look at the 
code and modify it however they want. We actually support 
around three hundred different models." 


Tracy nodded. "And these days, you run a website advising 
people against getting implants. You're also the founder of 
Libresource, an open source activist group. Why don't you 
tell us a bit about that?" 


“Of course. I founded Libresource in order to inform people 
about free software, meaning software that respects its 
users' freedom to use, distribute, modify, and redistribute a 
modified version. Some people use the term open source, 
but I prefer the nomenclature that reminds us of the 
underlying philosophy of protecting our essential freedoms. 
Libresource's main activity, however, isn't activism, but 
rather IT consulting. Specifically, we help companies who 
wish to adopt free software solutions." 


I paused, searching for the right words. "In the case of 
smart implants, I advise against their use because they rely 
on code that the public can't even look at. Both Nordica's 
Kiva system and Prototek's Virtuoso are closed-source and 
proprietary. We have no way of knowing what kind of 
information is sent by these devices people connect to their 
central nervous systems, and we have no way of modifying 
them if we don't like certain features. For that matter, we 
don't know how they can influence people." 


Dolores raised a finger. "One point I should clarify. The 
Canadian government did audit part of the Virtuoso code 
before going forward with the project. So did the UK 
government, who are planning a similar initiative." 


"You said it: only part of it. And then only the government 
saw it. None of that information was made public." I 
returned my attention to Tracy and leaned toward her. I 
forced myself to remain seated, remembering that I was on 
a TV set. "We can't approach implants the same way we 
would a personal computer or a phone. It's not something 


we can just turn off or leave at home. Implants follow us 
everywhere. Everything we see, everything we hear—it all 
has the potential to be recorded. Not only that, but implants 
can affect the senses. The ear pieces and the ocular 
implants can change the way the user perceives the world. 
We already know about apps that do this. There's one that 
was released a few months ago called Trigger Warning that 
censors everything it thinks the user will find offensive. My 
team tested it, and we confirmed that it blocked all 
mentions of political parties the user dislikes." 


Simon shook his head. "Come on. You can't condemn the 
technology based on one questionable app. Besides, didn't 
they get sued over this?" 


"They have, and it's still ongoing. My point is that the 
functionality is there." I faced the camera. "If you're 
considering getting implants, or even worse, forcing your 
children to get them, consider these things. The world 
shouldn't be tailored to what a piece of software thinks you 
want it to be." 


"You might be pushing it a little, Aaron," Tracy said. "After 
all, implants can be turned off. They shut off while driving, 
for example, which is a legal safety feature." 


“They don't distract you," I corrected, raising a finger. 
"They still gather data. In fact, some insurance companies 
rely on them. Also, implants can give drivers warnings to 
stop and rest after a set amount of time driving. This 
wouldn't be possible if they completely turned off." 


"I think we may be beating around the bush," Dolores said. 
“Smart implants are still a relatively new technology, and I 
think it's perfectly normal that they scare you, Aaron. They 


scare a lot of people. But then, so did television when it first 
came out, so did radio." 


My hands moved of their own accord." Radio and television 
are one way. They don't gather information on their users." 
I took a deep breath. 


“But they influence people," Dolores continued. "Later, the 
Internet came. None of us will deny the blunders that came 
with it. I will admit, mistakes are always made when 
adopting new technology, but this is how progress is made." 


"Exactly. Don't you think giving everyone implants now is a 
bit premature?" I allowed myself a satisfied grin. 


She shook her head, although her voice remained calm and 
almost pleasant. "Not at all. I think that not doing it would 
be far worse, as it would create a class divide. Could you 
imagine a world where only the wealthy can get smart 
implants and benefit from the competitive advantage they 
offer? Like it or not, Aaron, this is the future. No one is 
forcing you to adopt the technology, but you have to accept 
that not using it limits you, the same way it's now 
unthinkable not to own a single device that connects to the 
Internet." 


Damn, she's good. I replied with the first thing I could think 
of, feeling every set of eyes trained on me. "There already is 
a divide though, between the population and companies like 
Prototek and Nordica, who have full control over the 
device." 


"You might be taking it a bit far, Aaron. Yes, Prototek 
manufactures implants and releases the Virtuoso operating 
system. That doesn't mean we're out to control our users. 
Our terms of agreement are fairly straightforward, and 


Virtuoso has privacy settings users can tweak to their 
liking." 


“And we only have your word for it," I pressed on, staring 
her down. My heartbeat raced, the same way it often did 
during arguments with Rebecca. 


She shrugged, still smiling. "The same way you have to trust 
your car's manufacturer that the vehicle you bought is safe, 
or trust that the ingredient label when you buy food is 
accurate. We don't hide our source code due to nefarious 
purposes, Aaron. We hide it because we spent a lot of 
money creating Virtuoso, and we don't want to lose our 
competitive edge." 


"And is that why you refuse to openly sell implants and let 
teams like mine study them?" 


"Believe it or not," she said, "the implantation procedure is 
a dangerous one. We don't openly sell implants because we 
don't want unlicensed surgeons risking the lives or their 
patients." She leaned back on her seat. "Your arguments 
are very interesting from an academic point of view. The 
reality, however, is that implants bring a lot of good to the 
world, and people shouldn't shy away from that over 
unproven theories. Bring us proof of anything tangible, and 
Prototek will be more than happy to investigate the issue." 


"Somehow, I have a hard time believing that." The words 
escaped my mouth without me realizing. 


Dolores took a deep breath and stared at me with 
contempt, like she would a disobedient child. "We do take 
privacy seriously. What you're asking for might work for 
small, hobbyist projects, but you can't apply it to a multi- 
national corporation like Prototek. Open Source just isn't 
viable on a global scale." She shook her head." No one's 


denying you the right not to use implants, Aaron, but you 
can't impose your principles on society. To be blunt, society 
doesn't need your permission to move forward." 


I tried to think of a proper rebuttal, but took too long and 
Tracy cut in. "This is all very fascinating. One question many 
of my viewers asked was how easy it would be for people 
living in faraway regions to have access to smart implants?" 


>K>K>K 


I looked down at the glass on the table, admiring the 
bubbles raising toward the generous head the surface. 


"Are you just going to stare at it?" Dolores asked over the 
sound of a baseball game playing on TV. She sat opposite 
me, at the wooden pub table we shared. 


I took a small sip. "Why did I agree to this again?" 


“Because you had a miserable time on that show, and I 
figured I'd invite you over for a pint." 


“You were the main cause of that miserable experience, if I 
recall." I raised an eyebrow. 


"It's nothing personal." It might have been her sheepish 
smile or the fact she got rid of her Prototek pin and let her 
blond hair loose, but I was tempted to believe her. "In 
fairness, I did warn you. And you handled yourself well out 
there. " 


I took a swig of Westside's IPA, one of the few drinks from 
the menu I'd recognized. "I just hope people see it that 
way." 


Dolores leaned back on her seat. "It's not like anyone will 
change their mind over a Tracy Tonight episode. If you 
want, I can give you a few pointers for next time." 


"Oh?" T directed a skeptical glare at her. 


"Why not? I don't agree with your position, but the kind of 
criticism you bring can actually help us improve our 
products. You'd be surprised how many Prototek employees 
look up to you." 


I chuckled. "All right. I have nothing to lose, I suppose. 
Where should I improve?" 


“You need to figure out who it is you're talking to," Dolores 
took a small sip of her stout. "People who watch Tracy 
Tonight aren't interested in net neutrality or the morality of 
targeted advertisement. They want to know how their lives 
will be affected. It's faster to look up the weather on 
implants than to turn on the TV. It's simpler and more 
secure to pay by waving your hand over a terminal than to 
take out your wallet. This is what people care about." 


"Isn't that short-sighted?" 


Dolores shrugged." Most people are. Don't get me wrong— 
in a perfect world, people would spend more time thinking 
about important things. I do agree with you about Teledax's 
entry plan, for example. I just don't bother fighting losing 
battles." 


"And yet you work for Prototek." 


"And what's wrong with that?" She took another sip. "It's 
not that different from what you do. We just have different 
ways of seeing how technology can improve the world." 


"IT suppose." I shook my head. The commentators on the 
baseball game got excited for what turned out to be a foul 
ball."Do you always buy your opponent a beer after a 
debate?" 


"It depends on the opponent." She took a more generous 
Sip. 


I raised my glass. "Well, there's one thing I did right 
tonight." 


"T'll drink to that," she replied. 


“And I can count on your brother to continue the argument 
for me," I continued with a smirk. 


She laughed. "You have no idea." 


I raised my glass again. "Well, to your brother. May he bring 
a sense of sanity to your next family dinner." 


We shared in a hearty laugh. 


"You know, my hotel's not far from here." She tipped her 
head toward the exit."I could use the distraction. What do 
you say?" 


I considered my glass for a moment, then eyed her. She 
certainly was a beautiful woman, with her long blond hair, 
playful green eyes, and impish smile. She crossed her long 
legs and winked at me, most traces of the corporate woman 
I'd debated with hours earlier now gone from her 
demeanor. 


I swallowed the rest of my IPA. "Sure, why the hell not." 
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This is the last time I drink after a debate, I told myself as I 
opened my eyes with a groan. I looked at Dolores's side of 
the hotel bed and found it empty. I slipped out of the bed 
and grabbed my head with both hands. A mix of thirst and 
awareness of my nudity prompted me to drag myself 
toward the bathroom. I grabbed a bathrobe and poured 
water into one of the glasses conveniently left near the sink. 


"Slept well?" Dolores asked from the living room. 
Apparently, VIP suites had living rooms. 


"Great," I lied. Between the pub and the bottle of wine we'd 
opened in the hotel room, I had too much to drink the 
previous night and woke up feeling dizzy a few times. I 
drank down my glass of water, took a deep breath, made 
sure my bathrobe was properly fastened, and made my way 
to the suite's living room. 


Dolores took a bite out of a croissant. She was sitting ata 
small round table and motioned toward the second chair, 
opposite her. "I called room service while you were still 
asleep. I hope you don't mind." 


I nodded as I took the offered seat, eyeing the croissant and 
cup of coffee sitting in front of me. "Thanks," I said, still 
groggy. I took a generous sip of coffee then looked down at 
the cup again as I tasted a mix of nuts and vanilla. "Fancy." 


"What is? The coffee?" 


"Yes, the coffee. Well, this entire suite. I think it might be 
larger than my apartment." In fact, it was larger by a 
considerable margin. 


She smiled as she leaned back and crossed her legs. "Well, I 
had fun last night." 


"It was certainly something." I raised my mug and forced a 
smile. Truth be told, I still wasn't sure how I felt about what 
happened. 


She brushed her hair backward with her hand. "I take it 
you don't do this very often?" 


I raised an eyebrow. "And you do?" 


"I'm single, and often on the road. There's nothing wrong 
with a bit of fun once in a while. Don't worry—I kept my 
implants off and didn't record any of it." 


I almost spat my coffee. "You mean you actually did that 
before?" There had been recording scandals in the past, 
and I chastised myself for forgetting about them the 
previous night. 


“Record during sex?" she asked with a laugh. "Not quite, 
no. People record their conversations all the time. You know 
that. Intimate moments aren't that different as long as it's 
consensual." 


"I suppose I just didn't think about it," I said. "I mean, I do 
know about implant users recording themselves that way. 
It's just a bit unsettling." 


"IT agree with you there. Mind you, most people are decent 
about it. How many people do you know who hide cameras 
in their bedroom while they have a fling over?" 


I scratched by beard absentmindedly. Is that why she 
seduced me? Because she knew I couldn't record her and 
get dirt on her? I took another bite out of my croissant so as 
to keep my hands occupied. 


"Either way," she said. "I had fun last night. Are we still on 
for badminton on Friday?" 


"Sure." I had actually forgotten about her previous 
invitation. 


"Great. I look forward to it." She finished the last bite of her 
croissant as her eyes glimmered blue, no doubt due to some 
alarm on her implants. "Listen, I hate to kick you out, but I 
have a few meetings today." 


“Not a problem. I should really get to the office myself." 


She took a shower while I finished breakfast and got 
dressed. I considered waiting, but decided showering could 
wait until I got home. If there ever was a day to work from 
home and avoid the office, it was this one. 


I took the elevator down and stepped out onto the busy 
René-Levesque avenue. A woman almost bumped into me 
as I stared at the busy traffic. She mumbled something in 
French. I voiced a quiet apology before grabbing my phone 
to call Joey. 


The phone rang twice before he answered." Aaron," he said. 
"I was wondering what happened when you didn't call me 
yesterday. Is everything okay?" 


"T had to blow off some steam," I said. It was as close to the 
truth as I was willing to go. 


He chuckled on the other end. "That bad, eh?" 


"We both expected it, but I got drilled pretty hard." I 
sighed. "I'm not sure going to that show was a great idea." 


"Hey, any publicity is good publicity. We won't see the actual 
show until next week, but even if you got roasted, at least 
it'll get people talking about it." 


"I suppose." I moved away from a noisy truck and a group of 
kids waving their hands around, probably playing an 
implant game. I considered telling Joey about the advice 
Dolores gave me after my poor performance, but decided to 
keep the whole story to myself. 


"We talked about this, remember," Joey said. "Events like 
these won't change people's mind, but they'll let people 
know that it's okay to go implant-free. Even if you get 
laughed at, it's visibility. Hopefully, we can also get a client 
or two out of it." 


I shook my head." Easy to say when you're not the one out 
there." 


Joey laughed." Hey, you're the activist. You should be used 
to it by now." 


I groaned."I was used to it a few years ago. Honestly, this is 
part of why I wanted to be a real consultant instead." 


"I remember," Joey said." But you know as well as I do that 
people can't let the past go." 


And I wish I could Iet it go. 


Joey continued after a moment of silence. " Either way, did 
you get to talk to the other guests?" 


“Brodeur was on the phone pretty much all the time when 
we were off the air. Dolores—I mean Gill—she was strange. 
We chatted a bit. She definitely gets where I'm coming 


from, and she was much more reasonable in person than I 
expected." 


“Could be a good sign," Joey said. "We can talk about it 
some more in the office." 


I took a deep breath as I stared at the moving cars. 
"Actually, I was thinking I'd work from home today. Unless 
there's something important I need to take care of?" 


"I don't think so," Joey said. "We can manage for a day 
without you. Relax, take some time for yourself. I'll let you 
know if an emergency comes up." 


"Thank you, Joey." I took a deep breath. "And good work on 
landing me that spot. As you said, any publicity is good 
publicity." 


Chapter 3 


I sat in my aging Tenra, parked across the street with both 
the lights and engine turned off. I frowned as I found 
Rebecca's car hooked to her charging station. My car was 
one of the early models and didn't hold its charge very well. 
I would barely have enough to get back home after the 
party. I was tempted to ask if we could switch the plug to 
mine, but knowing Rebecca, she'd just get annoyed at me. I 
sighed and scolded myself for once again forgetting to 
charge my Car. 


Outside of a few private conversations with Joey, I hadn't 
spent a lot of time thinking about my appearance on Tracy 
Tonight three days ago. None of my friends knew about 
Dolores, and I wasn't planning on telling them about her. 
Joey would probably understand, but Taylor would never let 
me hear the end of it. Sophie wouldn't tease me the way 
Taylor would, but she wouldn't approve. 


What scared me the most was that my friends might be 
right. Had I gone soft? A few years ago, I wouldn't have 
contemplated getting along with a woman like Dolores Gill, 
let alone sleep with her. Then again, maybe she was right 
and implants were the future. This was nothing but me 
having a hard time letting go of my past. 


I took a deep breath and stared at my sister's house. The 
living room lights were on, and I saw a few silhouettes 
walking inside. Rebecca lived in the middle of the south 
shore, in a suburban area I could never afford—a reminder 
of what I'd given up on for my principles. 


I shook my head as I stepped out of the car. This was Mom's 
birthday, not another debate about implants. Tracy Tonight 


hadn't even aired yet, so I wouldn't have to worry about my 
family nitpicking every word I'd said. I forced a smile as I 
made my way to the front door. 


I knocked on the door and Rebecca answered. "Hey, Aaron's 
here," she said with a smile. 


I stepped in the large living room and found her husband, 
Karl, and her son, Jimmy, sitting at the large couch and 
playing a video game where they shot aliens with 
ridiculously large weapons. 


Our mother was sitting in her usual sofa, in the corner 
opposite the door to the dining room. She stared at me a 
moment before her eyes lit up. "Aaron, I'm so glad you 
could make it." 


"Hi Mom," I said." Happy birthday." I always found 
interactions with her slightly uncomfortable. Due to her 
memory loss, her implants had to remind her of where she 
was and suggested things for her to say. Part of me always 
felt like I was talking to a machine, with the real Julianne 
lost somewhere within the confines of this woman's mind. 


"Thank you," she said."And how have you been doing at 
work?" 


She always began conversations with similar questions. Her 
app suggested a series of generic conversation starters. 
"It's fine," I said, not wanting to get into details. She seldom 
understood the intricacies of what I did, and in the end, she 
just wanted to know that I was happy. 


She frowned at me. "I think there's a problem with your 
implants, dear. I'm trying to share a photo with you." 


This was a conversation I'd had with her multiple times in 
the past. "I don't use implants, Mom." 


"Well that's just nonsense, dear. Implants are really useful. 
They let your sister send me messages when she's at work." 


Rebecca smiled. "We may yet convince you someday, 
Aaron." 


"Don't count on it," I mumbled with a sigh, ignoring her 
attempt at a playful wink. 


Rebecca turned to her son. "All right Jimmy, enough gaming 
for now. Uncle Aaron is here, so go set the table." 


The teenager grumbled but did as he was asked. Karl, 
meanwhile, extended his hand in my direction. He was a 
broad-shouldered black man who shaved his head to hide 
his baldness. He smiled through his thick beard." Nice to 
see you, Aaron. Glad you could make it for Julianne's 
birthday." 


"Well, I wouldn't miss my own mother's birthday," I replied. 


I shook his hand. His grip was too firm, as if he were trying 
to establish dominance. "So, you still have your Linux 
company?" he asked. 


I nodded. "Libresource, yes." 


"IT wanted to ask you about that," he said as he scratched his 
beard. "We got a few kids asking us to port Legends of 
Akharan to something called SenseOS. Rings a bell to you?" 


"It's an alternative operating system for Nordica implants." 
I couldn't help but beam as I explained. "It's meant to only 


run free software, although it still has to rely on proprietary 
firmware and blobs in the kernel." 


He shook his hand as if dismissing a fly. "Yeah, but can we 
port the game to it?" 


"I might be possible, but it won't work if you have 
proprietary dependencies, and that includes the Nordica 
app store." I forced myself to keep smiling. "Still, if you're 
interested, maybe Libresource could help you out." I knew 
it was a stretch, but I wasn't one to turn down a client. 


"I guess we'll forget about it then," he said with a laugh. 
"Thanks for the input, buddy." He slapped me on the back. 
"Want a beer?" 


I shrugged. "Why not." 


Karl brought me a beer from the living room mini-fridge, 
then went to the kitchen to get supper ready. I drank in 
silence from the couch, watching as Rebecca engaged Mom 
in conversation. They talked about unimportant topic, the 
kind of small, day to day events that were the center of my 
mother's universe. For all my conflicts with my sister, I had 
to admit that she had more patience than I when it came to 
our aging mother. She didn't seem to mind answering the 
same questions multiple times or holding the impersonal, 
manufactured conversations Mom's implants suggested. 


Maybe Rebecca was just used to it. I knew there was 
another level to their relationship I wasn't privy to. One 
thing Mom loved to do was send pictures she'd taken with 
her implants. She also made good use of the messenger 
feature. I sometimes wondered if they still messaged while 
they were in the same room. It wasn't that uncommon. In 
moments such as these, I often wished there were such a 


thing as fully free and open implants. Perhaps it would be 
nice. 


"Food's ready,’ Karl called from the kitchen. 


Rebecca and I helped Mom up, and we made our way to the 
dining room. 


>K>K>K 


Supper consisted of Karl's lasagna alongside a homemade 
Caesar salad. The bright side to these family events was 
that Rebecca had married quite an excellent cook. We ate in 
silence, and I focused my attention on my meal. Jimmy 
stared at his plate with a bluish glimmer in his eyes, 
betraying how active his implants were. 


"So, Aaron," Karl said, breaking the silence. "I heard you're 
going to be on Tracy Tonight." 


I nodded while avoiding his gaze. "Next Thursday, yes. We 
recorded the show a few days ago." 


“What are you going to talk about?" he asked after a 
generous swig of beer. 


“Smart implants," I said. "It's a debate about the new 

government plan to give free implants to everyone. They 
invited me to defend my position against it." I moved my 
salad around in my plate, trying to ignore my discomfort. 


Rebecca tried to hide her smirk by eating her own salad. 
"That can't have gone over well." 


I kept my face straight, refusing to let her bait me. "I said 
what I had to. It's up to everyone to make up their own 
mind." 


"Wait," Mom said, "You're gonna be on TV?" 


"Yes, Mom." Rebecca placed a hand on Mom's arm." You 
should have the commercial saved on your app." 


"Oh, right," Mom waved her fingers in the air and stared 
blankly into the distance. 


I probably couldn't hide my look of disgust as Rebecca 
frowned at me."Come on, Aaron. It's the only way she can 
even remember anything." 


"IT haven't said anything." 
"You might as well have." 


Jimmy giggled, prompting everyone except Mom to turn 
toward him. 


"Turn off that game," Karl said. "We're eating, and it's 
Grandma's birthday." 


"I'm not playing any game," Jimmy argued, although the 
blue glimmer had yet to disappear from his eyes. 


I took a bite of lasagna, silently glad that the focus had 
shifted away from me. I concentrated on my food while 
Jimmy was being scolded by his parents for poor table 
manners. Not that such behavior was uncommon. Many 
children were addicted to their implants. 


"Oh, Aaron will be on TV," Mom said, breaking my reverie. 
"Yes Mom," I said. 


"It says you don't like implants though. That's nonsense. I 
can talk to your sister every day with my implants." 


I would have digested Mom's comment better it weren't for 
Rebecca's satisfied smirk. 


>K>K>K 


The highlight of the evening had been Mom receiving her 
present. Despite all the issues I had with my family, having a 
picture of Rebecca and I standing together and not arguing 
did make her happy. 


"Thank you so much." Tears rolled down her cheeks. "I have 
such good children." 


I smiled as I hugged her. There was at least one memory 
she'd have that was more than data on Nordica's servers. 


My phone rang as Rebecca was telling her own version of 
how we got the picture taken. 


"Sorry,' I said as every head turned in my direction. I 
recognized Sophie's number as I glanced at my phone. 
“This is work related." I stepped out of the living room and 
into the dining room. 


"Sophie," I answered. 


"Hey, sorry to bother you at your family party," Sophie's 
Québécois accent was as heavy as ever. "I think I found an 
implant we can look at." 


"And you want to buy it?" 


"Yes," she said. "We should probably pick it up tonight 
though. Ignacio might have another buyer tomorrow." 


I frowned."I'm not a fan of dealing with Ignacio, and we 
probably can't afford whatever he'll charge us." 


"He's the only contact I have." Sophie sighed. "We both 
know how much we need this implant." 


I groaned. "'Need' is a strong word, but all right. We can at 
least see what he has to offer. Can you give me an hour?" 


"Okay," she said. "And thanks." 
I hung up and returned to the living room. 


“Dude, you need a new phone really bad," Jimmy said. "This 
thing is from the stone age." 


"It works fine for me," I replied as I forced a smile. "Did you 
know I wrote the operating system for it?" The chances of 
getting Rebecca's son interested in free software were slim, 
but I didn't have anything to lose by trying. 


"Uh-uh," Jimmy said as the familiar blue glimmer returned 
to his eyes. 


Rebecca frowned at me. "Do you really have to work 
tonight, of all nights?" 


"It can't be helped," I said. "Something's come up that can't 
wait for tomorrow." Truth be told, I was tempted to stay, but 
I knew how important this project was to Sophie, and she 
was right that reverse-engineering a recent model could 
mean huge breakthroughs for SenseOS and countless other 
implant-related projects. 


She took a deep breath. "Well then, we can play smart 
implant family games without you feeling left out." 


>K>K>K 


I picked Sophie up at her apartment near the Libresource 
office. She was already waiting outside, probably taking 
advantage of the warm evening. Her tall, thin frame made 
her easy to spot. She waved at me as she saw my Car. 


"Right on time," she said as she stepped in the car. A blue 
glimmer went through her eyes as she moved her fingers in 
the air. 


I drove on toward downtown." We're going to Ignacio's 
home?" 


"Yes," she said. "Sorry, I had to message him and let him 
know we're on Our way." 


I nodded as I kept driving. My eyes remained glued to the 
road. 


"So, how did your mom's birthday go?" 


I shrugged. "All right, I suppose. My mom enjoyed her 
present, although it's becoming harder and harder to tell 
her own words from her app's, these days." 


Sophie chuckled, taking me by surprise. "You're just 
exaggerating. All that app gives her are reminders and 
conversation starters. Her reactions are still her own." 


I grunted as I clenched my hands around the wheel. Sophie 
meant well, but I always preferred to avoid conversations 
about my family. "Either way, what can we expect to find in 
Ignacio's basement?" 


"He told me he has an intact Watermelon. That's one of the 
latest Nordica models. I have some money saved up, but I'd 
rather not spend it all." 


“And you want me to pitch in," I completed. 
"If you wouldn't mind?" she asked sheepishly. 


I frowned ." We said we were done with this kind of activism. 
We all agreed that the way to go was serious consulting 
work." 


"And I'm not arguing that," Sophie said. "You know I'm the 
last person who wants to waste my time fighting losing 
battles. What we got here, though, it's a golden opportunity. 
If we understand how the new implants work, we can share 
that with everyone who makes open source apps, and that'll 
mean we'll have better products to offer." 


"IT can see the wisdom in that." 


"Plus," she continued. "It'll be awesome. You know how long 
I've wanted to open up an implant?" 


I focused my gaze on the road. "I suppose it might be worth 
at least looking at what Ignacio has to offer." 
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Ignacio lived in a triplex derelict by most standards. From 
my understanding, he owned the place, and had converted 
the basement into a very illegal operating room. I parked 
my car a block away. Sophie had once explained that 
Ignacio insisted visitors park out of the way, so as to not 
arouse too much suspicion. 


I plugged my car to a public turbocharge station. A sign 
announced that payments would soon only be accepted 
through a smart implant app. 


I groaned. "This is going to be a problem." I pointed at the 
sign. 


"Well, it's still accepting your credit card for now," Sophie 
said with a shrug. 


"I mean long term. Soon, charging will be even more of a 
nightmare." 


Sophie shrugged. "I could help you there. The app works on 
SenseOS with some fiddling around." 


"We'll worry about it later," I said with a sigh. "Come on. 
Let's not keep Ignacio waiting." 


Sophie led the way to the back door and rang the doorbell. 
Ignacio's wife, a short woman in a flowery dress, opened 
the door and nodded at Sophie. She turned around and said 
something in Spanish—I only understood a word or two. 


She motioned for us to come into what was essentially 
Ignacio's kitchen. A series of plastic chairs surrounded a 
table, next to a fridge. Ignacio's wife left the room, saying 
something else in Spanish. The house stank of weed and 
cheap beer. 


I poured myself a glass of water from the nearby kitchen 
sink, frowning at the dirty dishes it contained. 


“Can you get me one, too?" Sophie asked as she took a seat. 
She grabbed an old Wildlife Explorer from the table and 
browsed through the magazine. 


"Sophie!" Ignacio called as he entered the room from the 
same passage his wife had left through. 


I turned around and found him smiling through his thick 
mustache with his arms outstretched. Sophie stood and 
smiled warmly. 


“And Aaron, too. I'm so happy to see you both." 


"Nice to see you, Ignacio," Sophie said. "And thanks for 
hooking us up." 


"It's just business," Ignacio said with a dismissive gesture. 
"Sorry to keep you waiting. I have someone recuperating in 
the guest room." 


I raised an eyebrow. "Someone got their implants 
removed?" 


"They must be listening to you," Ignacio said with a laugh as 
he pointed at me. "I like you, Aaron. You tell people that 
implants are bad, and then they come to me. I could cut you 
in for a finders' fee if you send them my way." 


"T'll think about it," I said, although I had little desire to do 
so. Ignacio's services might be necessary, but the man 
profited from other people's misery. In fact, he used 
Prototek implants himself. 


"I tell you, friend," he continued as he patted me on the 
back. He was standing too close, and his breath stank of 
liquor. "Great time for us. Everyone will get implants, and 
then they'll regret it. Maybe they do something illegal and 
don't want governments to spy on them, or they don't like 
the ads. You talked a lot about ads on your blog, don't you?" 


"T suppose." 


He kept on blabbering. "Now, they go to their doctor, and 
the doctor says he can't remove implants. Too dangerous, 


they say." He waved his hand in the air. "I did open heart 
surgery back in Cuba. Cuban doctors are the best in the 
world, you know. Removing implants is easy. Companies just 
don't want you to know that it's easy." 


"If you say so," I said. I glanced at Sophie, who was quietly 
giggling. It wasn't the first time I found myself stuck in the 
middle of one of Ignacio's tirades. 


"It's like back in Cuba," he continued. I smiled politely, 
hoping he would soon be done. "We don't have all these 
American pills that cost a fortune. They patent everything, 
the Americans. You can't paint your house any color, 
because the color you like might be patented. You can't 
make any drug you want either, because some company has 
the patent. They don't want you to know how they make it." 


I nodded. While Ignacio was right about the absurdity of 
medical patents, I was in no mood to discuss this particular 
topic. 


Sophie must have sensed my discomfort, as she walked to 
Ignacio. "It's fascinating, but maybe we should have a look 
at the implant?" 


"Ah yes," Ignacio said. "The Watermelon, although it's more 
the size of a small blueberry. Did you know that 
watermelons are technically berries?" He motioned for us 
to follow him as he opened the basement door and went 
down a set of stairs. He flipped a light switch, illuminating 
the way. 


Ignacio's operating room was cleaner than the last time I'd 
visited. A thick plastic tarp surrounded a large area in the 
middle of the basement— presumably the operating table. 
The powerful smell of chemical cleaners overpowered my 
nostrils. "Sorry about the smell," Ignacio said. "It's 


important to clean very thoroughly after an operation, you 
know. Don't want to risk infections, now." 


Ignacio moved to a wooden desk at the end of the room 
with a desktop computer that looked ancient by any 
standards. Random papers littered the work surface. 


"I have to ask," I said. "Was the implant you're selling us 
inside one of your customers?" 


Ignacio chuckled as he placed a hand on my back." You're a 
funny man, Aaron. No, I always destroy the implants in 
front of my customers. They don't want the data leaking 
anywhere, after all. Well, most of the time I destroy them. 
There's this guy who asked to keep it and made a necklace 
out of it. Still today, he wears it around his neck. Says it 
once blocked a bullet, but that's a story he made up." 


“Uh-uh," I said, gently pushing his hand away. 


Most of Ignacio's clients were criminals and street thugs 
wanting to avoid surveillance after someone they knew got 
in trouble. The cases were usually serious, as removing 
implants wasn't as risk-free as he claimed. For all his talk, 
people sometimes left his operating table with neurological 
issues, in a few cases even paralysis. 


Ignacio opened a drawer and picked up a white box, which 
he handed to Sophie. "Here, you'll find everything. The core 
implant, the contact lenses, the payment chip, and the ear 
piece." 


Sophie opened the box and looked through it. "Hmm, it all 
seems to be there." She picked a small white box with a 
series of numbers. "Still factory sealed. I suppose I 
shouldn't ask you where this came from." 


"I didn't ask," Ignacio said with a sly grin. "I told my guy 
about you, and he was really excited. 'Libresource, they 
need lots of implants to pull apart,' he said." 


"Ideally." I stroked my beard. "How many implants we buy 
depends on the price." 


Ignacio pointed at me. "Ah, smart businessmen you are. I 
tell you what, because you are such a great guy, I make it 
two thousand." 


I gulped and looked at Sophie. "That's more than what I 
had planned." 


"Aaron," Ignacio said, extending his arms. "Aaron, Aaron, 
Aaron. You know I like you, I do, but getting this wasn't 
easy. I have a family to feed. You know I'd love to just give it 
to you, but we all have to make a living." 


"We'll give you fifteen hundred," Sophie said. 


"I could get twice that," Ignacio said with a mock sad 
expression. "What kind of businessmen would I be if I lost 
so much on a deal. Two thousand is a great deal. You won't 
find better." 


I sighed. "May we discuss it in private?" 


Ignacio nodded, and I took Sophie apart to the other end of 
the basement. 


"He's right," Sophie whispered once we were out of 
earshot. "We won't find a better deal, not for the genuine 
article. You know as well as I do that anything we find on 
the dark web will be a cheap Chinese knockoff." 


"It's still a lot of money," I replied. 


"IT can cover half," Sophie said. 


I sighed again. "There goes my vacation fund. I suppose 
we'll have to do a donation drive." I walked to Ignacio and 
extended my hand. "All right, we have a deal." 


“Good, good." Ignacio shook my hand with a firm grip. " You 
won't regret it, and for tech types like you, it'll be fun, I'm 
sure." 


Sophie grinned. "I know I'll have a blast." 


I forced a smile as I tried not to cringe. "Just let us get the 
money, and we'll be back in half an hour." 


"I'll keep it warm for you," Ignacio said. "And because I like 
you so much, I throw in these fake implant contacts. You put 
them on, and your eyes get the same blueish tint as if you 
used implants." Of course, Ignacio failed to mention that 
such lenses only worked on old surveillance cameras, since 
implant users could immediately know who was running 
implants; they could just ping them, or even send them 
social media requests. Some people openly broadcasted 
their name and social status that way. 


I thanked Ignacio and walked outside with a heavy step, 
Sophie behind me. "I really hope this is worth it," I said 
once we were outside the apartment. 


"Honestly," Sophie said. "We hit the jackpot. The models the 
SenseOS team work with are what, three years old?" 


“Something like that." 


"Then you know why getting our hands on this is huge." 


I allowed myself a more genuine smile. "Then I imagine I 
won't have time to take a vacation." 


Chapter 4 


I looked even more miserable on TV than I remembered 
feeling at the time. A week had passed since Tracy Tonight 
was filmed, and the episode was just finishing. The familiar 
jingle played as the camera panned out, Tracy McClane and 
Simon Brodeur sharing some silent anecdote while Dolores 
turned toward me and smiled. 


"Holy shit, she's sizing you up," Taylor said from his long 
couch. We'd met up at his house to watch the show, since he 
was the only one of us with a proper living room, complete 
with a large TV and plenty of sitting space. 


I silently cringed from one of the two sofas on opposite 
corners of the room. "Who, Tracy?" None of them knew 
what happened between Dolores and I. I preferred to keep 
it that way. 


"The Prototek chick," he said as he picked the remote and 
went back, pausing on a random frame. "Check it out. She's 
staring at your crotch." 


Sophie chuckled and shook her head from the other end of 
the couch, opposite Taylor. "Or she's just avoiding the light. 
You're trying too hard, Taylor." 


I sighed. "Either way, now you see why I've been so 
miserable these past few days." 


Joey smiled tentatively from the other sofa opposite mine. 
"Like I said the other day, at least you got your message and 
your name out there. We knew it wouldn't be easy. For what 
it's worth, you defended yourself decently, given the 


circumstances. I'm hoping we can get a client or two out of 
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"Not likely anyone took him seriously," Taylor told Joey as he 
waved his hand toward the screen. "As usual, we're 
fucked." 


Joey moved his hand in front of his face, probably looking 
up our website. "Well, traffic increased. We got around five 
thousand visitors just during the show. I suspect we'll get 
even more in the next few days." 


"It's better than nothing," Sophie said as she drank her 
beer. 


"Yeah, but again, how many of them give a shit?" Taylor 
asked. "They just saw some weird guy in an ugly jacket—no 
offense, Aaron—and want to know what's up with him." 


"What's wrong with my jacket?" I said, looking down at my 
clothes. I didn't have it on at the moment—just a plain gray 
tee shirt and an old pair of jeans. 


Taylor's aunt, Pepper, answered as she walked in from the 
kitchen, leaning on her cane. "It was out of style even back 
when I was young." 


I turned toward the old woman. She wore thick, round 
glasses and kept her white hair short, almost shaved. 
"When did this become about my wardrobe?" 


"Well, I like your jacket." Joey gesticulated as he spoke. He 
spoke with the same kind of excited enthusiasm he used 
when describing a marketing campaign. "It gives you flair. 
Sort of an old university professor look. It works for you." 


I raised an eyebrow. "So you're saying my 1970s jacket is a 
selling point?" 


"Anything that makes you recognizable is good." Joey 
looked me in the eye. "And I think people also appreciate 
your passion. You kept believing in your message 
throughout the show. I'm sure it made a few people at least 
curious. There has to be a few business owners who agree 
on some level." 


"I'd have given anything to be on TV without handcuffs, 
back in the day." Pepper laughed heartily. 


Taylor stretched to look at his aunt. "You did make the news 
back when you set all those chickens loose." 


"Well worth the eight months in jail," Pepper said. 


Joey, who was closer to Pepper, stood from his sofa and 
helped her to sit down. He grabbed a wooden chair from a 
corner and took a seat next to her. 


I stared at the television. Tracy Tonight was over, and the 
evening news was on, talking about the bi-election in 
Winnipeg. A scrolling message at the bottom of the screen 
announced busy lines at the various free implantation 
clinics. 


"Is that really the only way to send out a message?" I sighed 
and shook my head. "Either make a fool out of myself or get 
arrested?" 


“You can make a fool out of yourself as you get arrested," 
Taylor said with a shrug, earning himself glares from Joey 
and Sophie. 


"Oh, stop whining, Aaron," Pepper said. "You knew damn 
well what you were getting into." 


I brushed my hair with my hand, stopping on the back of my 
neck. "For the record, all I wanted was to be a consultant. 
It's everyone else who still wants me to be an activist. 
Anyway, thanks, Mrs. Shaw." 


"It's Pepper, I told you before," she said."'Mrs. Shaw' 
makes me feel old." 


I shared a knowing smile with Taylor. "Sorry, Pepper." I 
returned my attention to Joey. "So, what's our next move?" 


"You tell me," Joey said." You're the boss. As far as PR goes, 
we did our job. Hopefully you made enough of an 
impression that it'll help business. I'm sure more people will 
ask for an interview if you're inclined to keep going. For 
now, it's back to business as usual, except with more emails 
and forum activity. Just try to stay active on the blog. You 
might as well make the best out of the extra traffic." 


"I got the new Nordica model," Sophie said with a grin. 
"The 'Watermelon’, they call it. I'll start taking it apart 
tomorrow." 


"Why the hell do Nordica call their implants after fruits 
anyway?" Taylor asked. 


"Don't ask me," Sophie said with a shrug. "Either way, it 
could be a while before I learn anything. These things can 
be tricky to reverse-engineer." 


“Anything would help," I said. "Like Joey said, we got extra 
traffic on the website. If we can come up with a big 
discovery, it might help the SenseOS people in supporting 
these newer models. That's always a big issue." 


"Just make sure you explain it properly." Pepper frowned at 
me. " Half the time, I have no idea what you people are 
babbling on about." 


Joey nodded at Pepper. "I'll make sure to look over anything 
they find before it goes online." 


"Actually," Sophie continued. "I'm pretty hopeful about 
cracking this thing. I've been emailing back and forth with a 
girl who's into this stuff. No idea who she is, but she knows 
a hell of a lot about exploits and malware." She turned 
toward me. "Actually, she said she wanted to stop by and 
look over the implants with me. I imagine that's nota 
problem?" 


I shrugged. "Fine with me. We can always use the extra 
help." 


Joey stood up and stretched his arms. "Well, I should get 
going. I got a big day tomorrow." 


"Same," I said. "I'll see you all at the office." 
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"How do they even make these things?" Sophie mumbled 
under her breath as she leaned over her workstation in the 
tail end of the office, her back arched and her face glued to 
the Nordica Watermelon. "Tabarnac." 


Curiosity got the better of me and I stood up, trying to see 
what she was doing. As much as I'd argued against 
implants, I rarely ever got the chance to see one up close. 


It looked innocent enough. The main chip was embedded in 
a white casing, apparently made out of non-magnetic 
surgical alloy. A series of tiny wires jutted out of it. I wasn't 


quite sure how they worked, only that they somehow fused 
to the spine, similarly to the way the contact lenses fused 
with the retina after a few weeks. It essentially turned the 
device into a new organ. 


"Do you need a hand?" I asked. 


Sophie shook her head and threw her mini-screwdriver on 
the table. She whispered something I couldn't hear— 
probably another French swear word—then took a deep 
breath and turned toward me. "I just can't open this damn 
thing. They sealed it shut, and I can't figure out how to 
crack it without damaging the components inside. This 
casing is nothing like the the one on the SenseOS wiki." 


"It probably blows up if you open it anyway," Taylor 
mumbled from his desk. 


"Not now, Taylor," Sophie said without looking at the man. 
"The best I can think of is prying the shell open with a knife, 
but I'm not sure if I can do it without breaking something." 


I frowned. "Considering how much we paid for it, I'm not 
sure I'd risk it." 


Sophie sighed as she leaned against her work table. "I 
could always call Ignacio." 


"Please don't." Joey groaned as he turned off his implants 
with a wave of his hand. "The last thing we need is to 
involve criminals." 


Sophie raised an eyebrow. "Seriously, Joey? I'm not asking 
the guy to operate on someone, just to help me crack open 
this thing. Besides, who do you think I bought it from?" 


Joey frowned. "I don't like it. The man performs surgery in 
the back of a van." 


"In his basement, actually," I said. "And he's our only 
reliable option, sadly. Otherwise I'd agree with you." I 
sighed." For technology that's supposed to be accessible, 
implants are surprisingly hard to obtain." 


Taylor scoffed. "I miss the old days, when any random guy 
could just buy an implant off the shelf" 


"All right, fine," Joey said, throwing his arms in the air. 
"Either way, the point is moot. We can't afford to pay him. 
Last time I checked, Ignacio charged a fortune for his time." 


I moved closer to Sophie's work table and stretched my 
arms. "Okay, Sophie. Show me the problem." 


She sighed as she picked up the device. It looked like a 
small egg, no bigger than my little finger, with a series of 
tendrils sticking out the bottom and a crack at the top. "This 
is the only opening," she said as she pointed at the crack. 
"It's where the storage device goes, a.k.a. the only part of 
an implant you can change without surgery. I can plug an 
adapter in there, and it gives me limited access." 


"But no root access,' I said as I stared at the device. "What 
about powering it?" 


"That's easy. See these six wires? I can connect them to this 
device here." She carefully attached them to colored wires 
coming out of a battery she'd tweaked for that very 
purpose. "The trick is to get the right voltage and simulate 
the human body." 


She clenched her teeth as she carefully turned a dial. After 
a few seconds, a slight buzzing sound escaped the implant, 


which was met by a grin on Sophie's part. "Here we go. It's 
on." 


“But it's not getting any input?" 


"This is what the other tendrils are for. I essentially have to 
test each of them with different signals to determine what 

they do. I have a fairly good idea on how it works, but they 
do tend to switch things around with each new model." 


I scratched my beard. "Why do you need to open the casing, 
then?" 


"Testing inputs and outputs is just part of it," she said. "I 
want to study how the circuitry inside actually works. Then 
I can document it, and the SenseOS team can adapt their 
OS to it." 


“And make more parts of it work without proprietary 
drivers," Taylor completed. "At least in theory." 


I nodded." Well, do what you can. If you feel you have to risk 
taking a knife to it, it's your call." I took a deep breath. "If 
you really need to call Ignacio though, I can't help you. The 
best we can do is start a donation drive." 


"Oh, I already did that," Joey said. The familiar blue 
glimmer had returned to his eyes. He no doubt had turned 
his implants back on while Sophie and I talked. "I figured 
that with so many eyes on Libresource, we might as well." 


"Good job, Joey," I said. "But we still don't have enough to 
hire Ignacio?" 


Joey shook his head. "If you really wanna bring him on 
board, I know better than to try to stop you. I just hope the 
donations keep coming in. We're not exactly rolling in 


money here. We got a bit more than average, sure, but we 
do need it to pay the bills. At least wait to see if we get any 
business from your Tracy Tonight appearance." 


I nodded at Joey, then turned back toward Sophie. "It's your 
project, and your call." 


"I'll keep working on the basics," Sophie said. "With luck, I'll 
think of something. Between you and me, I'd rather avoid 
working with Ignacio. He does overcharge, and he won't 
share his methods." She turned her attention to her laptop, 
displaying the SenseOS wiki page on hardware interfaces. 


"No surprise," Taylor said. "The guy's a dick. He figured out 
how to make a quick buck off kids who want to get rid of 
their implants by slicing them open at the back of his van." 


"Basement," Sophie corrected. "But you're right." 


Taylor returned his attention to his work. "Whatever child 
molester hideout he has, I don't trust him. He's fucking us 
over just as bad as Nordica. He saw a shitty situation and 

decided to make money Off it." 


I frowned. "Colorful language aside, you make a good point. 
The man overcharges for the implants he sells us because 
he knows we're desperate. We need a different source." My 
mind wandered toward Dolores, but I dismissed the idea. 
One night of meaningless sex wouldn't make her betray her 
company and sell me prototypes. 


"Again, I miss when you could just buy the things off the 
Shelf," Taylor said. 


Taylor made a good point. It used to be that implants could 
be purchased in most tech stores, and then given over to 
licensed surgeons. Nowadays, the customer would never 


even get in contact with the device before it was implanted. 
The doctors who could do it had to sign non-disclosure 
forms, forbidding them from discussing the implantation 
procedure. The worst part, however, was removal. 


Implants could be removed safely using a code unique to 
each device. Of course, both Prototek and Nordica hardly 
ever released those codes. Usually, they were only sold 
when someone was willing to pay the hefty sum required to 
switch from one company to the other. When it came to 
removal, they instead supplied so-called deactivation codes. 
Past court cases had proven that such deactivations didn't 
completely shut down the devices, and they could still be 
used to gather information. 


As far as I knew, Ignacio didn't have access to any of those 
codes and couldn't completely remove a device. His method 
involved carefully cutting the tendrils and hope his "patient" 
didn't get shocked, paralyzed, or otherwise brain-damaged 
by the operation. 


I shrugged and returned my attention to my monitor. There 
wasn't much to do on the implant front except wait and see 
how much Sophie could figure out. Meanwhile, I still had to 
make sure Taylor's module for Westside Brewery properly 
integrated into LibreERP. I started going through the code, 
trying to concentrate on the task at hand and not letting 
myself get distracted. Too often, I found myself focusing on 
the media, forgetting the love for programming that first 
got me involved into all this. 


I looked over Taylor's code and compiled the module. I 
spent a few hours testing its features, taking notes of the 
various bugs I encountered. Luckily, since all the software 
involved was free and open, I managed to find the solution 
to a few errors by comparing Taylor's code with other 


modules posted online. I also got plenty of help from other 
LibreERP contributors, who were more than happy to share 
their expertise. Taylor's friend Paul was particularly helpful. 


I lost myself in the exercise, forgetting about implants and 
journalists. This was why I'd started Libresource and got 
into free software in the first place. Few things compared to 
working on common goals, freely improving on each other's 
work. I made sure to update Taylor's online repository with 
my changes, so that others could learn from our code or 
even adapt it to their own needs. 


“Can I help you?" Joey asked, prompting me to look away 
from my monitor. 


I rubbed my eyes and found him staring at a young girl with 
brown skin standing awkwardly in the entrance. She wore 
an oversized black hoodie that hid her features and an old 
pair of jeans, complete with dirty brown boots. She smelled 
like she either was a heavy smoker or lived with one. 


"This is the Libresource office?" she asked as she looked 
around. She took a few steps inside, carrying a backpack 
with only one strap. She kept her hood on. 


"It is," I said. 
She frowned. "Any of you are plugs?" 


"Plugs?" I asked. It took me a moment to remember that 
was how some street kids referred to people wearing 
implants. "We have people who use SenseOS, but that's it." 


"Fair enough," she said, still looking around the room. She 
took off her hood, revealing short, messy black hair. "I was 
supposed to meet Sophie?" 


"You're the girl she's been emailing?" I raised an eyebrow. 
She couldn't be older than sixteen. 


"Hey, you made it," Sophie said with a smile as she walked 
to the entrance. 


I turned toward her. "You knew you were working with a 
kid?" 


"Hey, I'm right here, you know," the girl said. She was 
obviously trying to sound tough, but her attempt resembled 
a pout more than anything. 


"Sorry,' I said. "It just took me by surprise. I'm Aaron 
Flynn." 


"Tina," she replied, although she didn't make eye contact. 
"And I know all about you. You used to call out big 
companies for their bullshit before you chickened out and 
went corporate." 


I ignored her insult, but still frowned. "I have to ask. How 
old are you?" 


“Old enough to hack implants," she spat, almost like a 
challenge. 


I shook my head." Do your parents know you're here?" 


“Come on, leave her alone," Sophie said as she moved 
between the kid and I.""We've been emailing back and forth 
for a week, and I'm the one who invited her here. Besides, 
you're the one who always wanted this place to be an open 
hacker space." 


I shared a concerned look with Joey, but slowly nodded. We 
did need the help, and I did tell Sophie she could get it 


wherever she needed. She was also right that the office was 
technically open to anyone wanting to work on their own 
projects. 


I forced a smile. "Welcome aboard, Tina." 


"Thanks," she said as she walked pass me and toward 
Sophie's work area. Her demeanor changed from trying to 
act tough to one of a kid in a toy store as she neared the 
work table. "Oh shit, is that the Watermelon?" 


"It is," Sophie said. "I was testing the tendrils. I think I 
identified the primary sensory input." 


"And you haven't cracked it open?" She took out a Swiss 
army knife from her pocket, prompting Joey and I to stand 


up. 


She chuckled. "Wow, relax guys. I'll just open the thing. 
There's a trick to it." 


I raised an eyebrow and shared a concerned look with 
Sophie. "This is the only one we have," I said. "We can't take 
stupid risks with it." 


"I know what I'm doing," she said without even looking at 
me. She carefully picked up the device, turning it around in 
front of her face. She looked down the memory card crack. 
"Oh yeah. It's still in there." 


She unfolded a tiny blade from her Swiss army knife and 
prodded the inside of the implant. I stayed immobile, 
thinking of how hard it had been to get our hands on it. 
Sophie didn't seem to fare any better as she fiddled with 
her hands, almost pulling the teenage girl away from the 
implant. Even Taylor shifted in his seat, his eyes glued to 
the girl. 


A short cracking sound resonated across the office, 
prompting my entire team and I to cringe. 


“Here we go," Tina cheered. She carefully pulled one half of 
the device off, revealing a series of compressed micro- 
boards inside. 


Sophie blinked a few times. "Where did you even learn 
that?" 


"It's just an old trick. I've played with enough of these 
things in my life, trust me." 


I let go of a breath I hadn't even realized I was holding. I 
shook my head and walked toward the girl. "Tina, right? 
We're definitely glad to have you." I extended my hand. 


Chapter 5 


For the past two weeks, Tina would drop by the office every 
day, usually for a few hours, and look over the Nordica 
implant with Sophie. The two of them seemed to get along 
rather well, based on the jokes, giggles, and muffled 
comments coming from their corner. A lot of their 
conversations were in French, which Tina seemed to speak 
quite well, although with a heavy accent. 


I found a few occasions to ask Sophie about their progress, 
and the work seemed to be going well. My time with them, 
however, had been limited by the Westside Brewery 
contract. I'd spent a few days on location, helping my client 
learn their new system. As exciting as reverse-engineering 
the latest technology was, I couldn't lose sight of the work 
that kept Libresource in business. 


I had actually spent the morning over at the brewery, going 
over their first few days with our module, fixing small 
issues, and trying to convince them to abandon more of 
their proprietary software in favor of free software. At least 
two employees expressed interest in Gnu/Linux for their 
home computer, which was more than I usually got. It was 
rare enough to even meet regular people who still used a 
home computer as opposed to doing everything with 
implants. Still, I had to return to the office and check on 
Sophie's progress. 


I barely got the time to step inside when Sophie rushed to 
my side. "Aaron, we need to talk." There was an unusual 
sense of urgency to both her step and her voice. 


I looked around the room, finding Taylor sitting at his desk, 
lost in his work, while Tina leaned against Sophie's desk. 


I took off my jacket and left it on my chair. "What's going 
on?" 


"Tina and I found something," Sophie said. "I better show 
you.’ 


Taylor kept his eyes on his screen. "Essentially, we're 
fucked." 


"We're always fucked," Tina said, prompting me to sigh. 


I made my way to Sophie's work area, where the now- 
familiar implant was hooked to a series of wires leading to 
two different laptops. Sophie and Tina had been jerry- 
rigging their contraption for the past two weeks. 


“What am I looking at?" I asked. 


“Let me show you." Sophie pointed at a series of wires 
connecting the implant to a circuit board. "We experiment 
with these, sending different signals through the wires, and 
observing the circuits inside." The top half of the implant 
had been removed, and a magnifying glass was placed over 
the open egg. "We think we might be on to something." 


"Implants can mess with people's emotions," Tina said. 


I turned toward her. She was munching on chewing gum, as 
if what she just said was completely normal. 


"Are you sure?" I asked. I directed a worried look at Taylor, 
who shrugged. 


Sophie glared at Tina, then took a deep breath. "You see 
this machine?" she said as she pointed to her circuit board. 
"It's meant to imitate the kind of impulses the human 
nervous system sends and receives. It's nowhere near as 


complex as the real thing, but it gives us a rough idea what 
kind of information is exchanged. It doesn't quite affect 
emotions as directly as Tina implies, but I think it can 
modify neurotransmitter levels." 


I stared at the contraption. "So what have you found, 
exactly?" 


"It was Tina's idea, actually," Sophie said. "I'll let her 
explain." She moved aside to let Tina approach the side of 
the table with the implant. 


The teenage girl placed one of the laptops at the end of the 
table. "We hacked together some way to cheat the implant," 
she said. "First, we tricked the contact lenses into thinking 
that they're on an eyeball." She pulled a towel from over 
another machine, revealing it to be an actual eye mounted 
on a thin spike and connected to another circuit board. 


I flinched. "What the hell?" 


"Cow's eye." Tina grinned. "Taylor's buddy, Paul, gave us the 
idea on IRC. The contact fused like it was on a human eye 
once we got current running through it." 


"Lovely," I said. "And I take it you use the laptop to send it 
stimuli?" 


"Yes," Sophie said."And before you freak out, we always 
keep it facing away from the office. It recorded the wall and 
this laptop, that's it." 


“And the ear piece?" 


“Not connected," Tina replied. "We didn't have time to 
experiment with it yet. Besides, it's not like there's much to 
be done with it. It's just a one-way output." 


"Right," I took a breath as I turned my attention to the 
laptop. It displayed an open file manager with a list of 
images. "Show me what you found." 


Tina opened the first picture: two dogs playing in the grass. 
I noticed that she used a wireless mouse, making sure to 
keep her hand away from the eyeball. Numbers showed up 
on Sophie's laptop. 


"And this is the output?" I asked Sophie as I pointed at her 
laptop. 


She nodded. "A lot of it is gibberish, but there's one signal 
we managed to isolate." 


Tina scrolled through the files, ending on a picture ofa 
hamburger. "Is that the one you want to show him?" 


"It'll do." Sophie returned her attention to me. "We 
managed to identify one piece of information by luck." She 
pointed at a variable named 'serOutxX' set to one hundred. 
“We think that this is meant to represent serotonin level 
adjustments in the body. It's hard to tell without actually 
connecting it to a human nervous system." 


I scratched my chin. "What makes you think that?" 


She pointed at another value. "We know that this variable 
here, 'serInCap', is how implants monitor serotonin levels. 
It's been documented by the SenseOS teams for about a 
year now.’ 


I stared at the monitor. "That doesn't prove anything 
though." 


"It does, trust me." Tina scoffed. 


Sophie shook her head. "Alright, let's go back to the new 
variable, 'serOutX'. Similar names aside, we know the two 
variables are linked. You see, the new one didn't change 
before we manually gave the 'in' variable a value the system 
would understand." 


Tina leaned on the table. " Basically, it tries to read 
serotonin levels first, and then changes it based on stimuli. 
And before you ask, this new variable is associated with an 
output tendril, meaning it's information sent to the nervous 
system." 


I took a deep breath, looking back and forth from Sophie to 
Tina. "This is hard to believe. What makes you think it 
affects serotonin specifically?" 


“Low serotonin causes hunger," Sophie said. "Now, watch 
how a normal picture of a burger does nothing, at least on 
the implant level. Switch to the salad." 


Tina returned to the laptop and scrolled down the list of 
photos, settling on a chicken Caesar salad. 


"See, no change," Sophie pointed at the variable. " Now, let's 
try a brand logo." 


Tina opened another picture on the laptop, this one ofa 
street sign announcing a Burger Hut. "And this is how they 
fuck with plugs." 


The variable dropped to eighty-nine. My eyes remained 
glued to the number, trying to make sense of it.""Are you 
certain about this?" I managed to ask." For all you know, it 
could just be related to ad placement." My voice was 
shaking. 


Sophie shook her head. "I thought so too, but then Tina 
managed to associate the change with a signal sent through 
one of the output tendrils. Whatever it does, it affects the 
nervous system directly." 


"Besides," Tina added, "the SenseOS team already 
reversed-engineered most of the ad stuff. It has nothing to 
do with this." 


"In fairness," Sophie said. "We can't actually be sure that 
this value represents serotonin. We do know that implants 
send a signal when shown certain logos or people, but what 
it actually does is guesswork. This very likely affects the 
nervous system directly though." 


I leaned against the table, almost bumping into Sophie in 
the process. The implications of what they were showing me 
turned around in my head. "This can't actually be true," I 
whispered. "They couldn't do all this behind everyone's 
backs." 


"It's not like we didn't expect it," Taylor said, his tone almost 
disinterested. 


I turned and stormed toward his desk. "What the hell, 
Taylor? We suspected that it was possible, but now we know 
they actually do something. Just how bad does this get? 
Political candidates? What if they use implants to turn 
someone they don't like into a pariah?" I placed a hand over 
my chest and took a deep breath. "We need to learn as 
much as we can about this. This needs to be documented 
and understood. We can't afford to stumble in the dark, 
here." 


Silence fell in the office, and Taylor looked down at his 
keyboard. 


I slowly turned around to find Tina and Sophie sharing a 
concerned look. "There's more," I said. I made my way back 
toward Sophie. "What did you find?" 


"We showed it a picture of you," Tina said, avoiding my 
gaze. "The whole thing lit up." 


"Show me." My voice was flat, and I couldn't ignore the sour 
taste in my mouth. 


Tina scrolled to the end of the folder and opened a picture 
of me taken during my appearance on Tracy Tonight. I 
looked at Sophie's display, and a few variables changed. "To 
be honest, we're not completely sure what it means," Tina 
said. 


"We have a pretty good idea though," Sophie muttered. 
She, too, avoided my gaze. 


I stepped back, holding my head. I had to find a seat as my 
legs threatened to stop supporting me. 


"You okay, man?" Taylor asked. His voice barely reached my 
ears. 


I concentrated on my breathing. I wasn't sure how much 
time passed in silence before I rose my head, still unable to 
look at anyone directly. "It was all true," I said. "All these 
talks I used to give, I was right all along. This is the worst 
case we could imagine, and it's not even a theory anymore." 


"Of course you were right," Taylor said. "We wouldn't be 
here otherwise." 


I rose from my seat and looked at Taylor. "You really 
believed that, don't you? That the most paranoid conspiracy 
theories have been true all along?" 


He scratched the back of his head. "I guess it comes with 
living with a retired eco-terrorist." He laughed weakly. 
“Either way, you should be flattered. You worried them 
enough that they threw your face in there." 


"Actually," Sophie said. "Pretty much every free software 
supporter, anti-corporate protester, or really anyone else 
Nordica might dislike had the same effect when we showed 
the eyeball their picture. It even worked with an old picture 
of Pepper from when she got arrested." 


"They're trying to shut up anyone who'll call them out," Tina 
said. "This is why plugs never give a shit about the stuff you 
have to say." 


I turned my eyes toward Tina. "It can't possibly be that bad. 
People still hire me. There are still implant users who don't 
eat at Burger Hut." 


"Maybe it just doesn't work on everyone," Tina said with a 
shrug. 


Sophie nodded. "Remember that this is a recent model. The 
feature might not be present in every model, and maybe 
some people are resistant to it. I have to believe that it can't 
completely overpower someone's personality." She sighed. 
"There's still a lot we don't know." 


"Maybe it can't affect everyone yet," Taylor said." Nordica 
would definitely brainwash everyone if they could." 


"Yeah, they're probably working on fucking with people's 
memories and shit like that," Tina acquiesced. 


I took a deep breath and raised my hands. "All right, let's 
not become paranoid. The question right now is what to do 
with the information we learned." 


Tina stared at me. "I say we fight back. We give plugs so 
much malware that they'll beg to get rid of their implants." 


"Not how we operate," I said with a hard glare. 
She shrugged. "Fine, whatever." 


"IT mean it," I continued. "If I find out that you write 
malware, you're out of here. We're free software 
developers, not criminals." 


"T said 'fine'." She threw her arms in the air. "I won't do it, I 
promise. Happy?" 


I nodded, staring at the wall. "Sophie," I said after a few 
seconds of silence. "Have you documented everything?" 


"I did," she said. "I was waiting to talk to you before I 
published it on the blog." 


I kept staring at the wall. "Send it my way. Joey should be 
back from the clinic in a few hours. I'll look it over with him. 
We need to inform the population, and we need to do this 
right." I turned around and looked at my team. "This is just 
the beginning. From now on, studying this is a priority. We 
need to understand what this variable truly represents, and 
we need to get as many people as possible interested and 
involved." 


>K>K>K 


I kept staring at my monitor, looking for words that 
wouldn't come. Sophie's report, while alarming to the 
extreme, could easily come off as nothing but a list of 
numbers if it weren't properly explained. At the same time, 
people had to understand what they were presented with. 
The difference between the parts that were proven and 


those that were still theory had to be made. As for the 
implications, they still seemed surreal. How far this went 
was Still unknown. Was Nordica the only culprit, or was 
Prototek just as guilty? They most likely were; abusive 
features tended to be replicated by other companies 
looking to remain competitive. 


I emailed Susan, the woman I'd met in the metro, about it. 
From what she regularly told me, she was very active in 
protesting Prototek and Nordica. As expected, she was 
shocked by the discovery but had little ideas how best to 
use the data we found. Code and variables meant little to 
most people. Actual results were much better understood. 


My mind kept wandering back to Dolores. Was she in on 
this? She had implants, probably the latest model, and yet 
she and I got along. Were Prototek executives getting a 
different version of the software, one that didn't affect them 
the same way? 


A darker part of my mind wondered if it might have been an 
experiment. Had her company used her as a test subject, 
tricking her into seducing me through her implants? I 
dismissed the idea. To use company executives in sucha 
way would amount to sheer absurdity. 


I'm becoming paranoid. For all I know, the feature only 
exists in recent Nordica implants, I told myself as I buried 
my head in my hands. I felt the stares of Taylor, Sophie, and 
Tina. They knew to let me have my space. Tina was arguing 
the merits of anarchy and revolution with Sophie. I paid 
them no mind. The girl's teenage rebellion wasn't 
something I wanted deal with at the moment, and my 
knowledge of French was too limited to get involved in their 
discussion. 


My mind wandered to the aftermath of Tracy Tonight. What 
few articles had been written about my appearance on the 
show painted me as a misguided technophobe. Social 
media, according to Joey, wasn't as gentle. I was regularly 
ridiculed on Friendhub, accused of opposing the free 
distribution of essential technology. 


People who chose to stay implant-free were mocked and 
ostracized. Even SenseOS users were judged harshly for 
their refusal to use common proprietary apps. How much of 
it was genuine, and how much of it was Prototek and 
Nordica affecting their users? Even if we somehow manage 
to make Sophie's data comprehensible, it will be dismissed 
as paranoia. 


I stood and grabbed my jacket. "I'm going outside. I need to 
think." 


No one responded as I left the office. I walked the long, 
empty hallways of the nondescript building inside which the 
Libresource office was located, passing plain metal doors 
adorned with the logos of other small companies. I went 
down the stairs and stepped outside into the parking lot, 
taking in the warm spring air. 


A cool breeze caressed my face, but it was otherwise a 
pleasant, sunny day. The office was far enough away from 
downtown that traffic in front of the building was minimal. 
The area consisted of little more than warehouses and 
bland office buildings hosting small companies that couldn't 
afford a better location. 


I crossed my arms and leaned against the building's brick 
wall. A car sped on the street beyond the large parking 
space. I wondered how much data was being gathered on 
the driver by his implants. Did his insurance company insist 


he install an app that tracked how he drove? If what Sophie 
found was true, then shortly, people might be forced to pay 
higher rates or even be refused altogether simply because 
they were nervous as they drove. Even worse, companies 
might require people to use mood-altering apps to keep 
them from getting stressed as they drove. I sighed. Damn, I 
really am paranoid. 


I looked to my right, away from the building's entrance, and 
found Joey leaning against the wall, a few meters away from 
me. He nodded at me without making eye contact as he 
smoked a cigarette. 


I nodded back as I made my way toward him. "I didn't know 
you still smoked." 


He shrugged. "I've been having a bad day. I figured I'd 
make an exception." 


"You're not the only one." I stared at the empty street. 
"Sophie found something." 


Joey took a puff off his cigarette. "With Tina?" 


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. "Implants can 
influence people when faced with certain images. We're not 
sure how, exactly, but they react to corporate logos, 
amongst other things." 


Joey averted his eyes. He seemed lost in thought as he took 
a deep breath. "Didn't you always suspected as much?" 


"Suspecting and finding proof are different things. To be 
honest, I didn't even believe in fighting these companies 
anymore. We all got used to implants. As far as I was 
concerned, as long as I could stick to free software myself, it 


was all fine. Hell, I was even considering trying out 
SenseOS eventually." 


Joey slowly nodded. "I should take a look at what Sophie 
found. It's a lot to take in, and it's easy to jump to 
conclusions." 


"You're probably right," I said with a sigh. "Actually, I'll need 
your help in deciding just how we'll announce it on the blog. 
I've been staring at a blank page for an hour." 


"Sure. Just give me a few minutes to finish smoking." He 
glanced away in the distance. 


I looked down at his cigarette. "Do you have an extra one?" 


He obliged and passed me his pack. I picked a cigarette and 
accepted his offered flame, breathing in deeply. I ended up 
coughing. 


Joey, as usual, was right. For all I knew, the variables Sophie 
found could be nothing but triggers for ad placements. But 
then, why did it react to my image? I shook my head as I 
took another puff. 


We smoked in silence for a while. I watched another car 
drive by. 


"So, about Tina," Joey said, breaking the silence. "Are you 
sure you trust her?" 


"She's been helpful." I raised an eyebrow. 


Joey took another puff. "I know that, and Sophie likes her, 
but we don't know anything about her." 


"Are we really in a position to refuse help? She's skilled, 
and she's willing to help us for free. Besides, it's not like we 
have her working on actual contracts. She's just here to 
hack the implant." 


"And have you noticed how she never makes eye contact?" 
Joey walked toward me and spoke in a hushed tone, as if 
afraid someone might eavesdrop on us. "She always wears 
her hood up whenever she's outside, always keeps her head 
low. She looks like she's afraid whenever she's in public." 


"And it bothers you? You know that plenty of free software 
supporters are paranoid about surveillance. I mean, I agree 
that it's ridiculous, but she is a teenager." 


“And then there's the smell," he continued. "I get that 
rebellious teens aren't always the greatest when it comes to 
hygiene, but that sweater of hers stinks. Also, she seems to 
only own one pair of jeans." 


"I'm not sure what you're saying. Taylor's got the worst 
sense of personal hygiene of everyone I know, and you don't 
get suspicious about him." 


"Taylor is someone we've both known for years." Joey finally 
looked me in the eyes. "I think she's on the run. Maybe she 
ran away from home, or she's hiding from an abusive 
relative. She's trying to convince you that she's useful so 
you'll help her hide." 


I frowned." And what do you want to do about it? She hasn't 
broken any laws in the office, unless you count the same 
disregard for Nordica's ‘intellectual property’ as the rest of 
us." I made air quotes with my fingers as I mentioned 
intellectual property, a habit I never could get rid of. 


"IT want to do a background check on her," Joey said. "I can 
take a quick picture with my implants. She'll never know I 
did it. Then I can look her up. Don't worry—I'll make sure 

it's not traced back to me. At least we'll know." 


I shook my head. "I won't allow it, sorry. We agreed when 
you and Sophie wanted SenseOS implants that you wouldn't 
take pictures of the rest of us without asking. Tina came to 
us out of her own time and offered to help for free. We have 
no right to suspect her this way." 


Joey groaned. "Fine. Just keep an eye out, okay? It's all I'm 
asking." 


“Fair enough," I said. 


Both of us smoked in silence. Joey opened his mouth as if 
about to say something, but puffed again instead. He stared 
at a group of pigeons across the street. 


"So, how was the clinic?" I asked. Joey's distant demeanor 
had to be about more than just Tina. 


"Okay, I guess." I couldn't ignore the hesitation in Joey's 
voice. Once again, he seemed unable to make eye contact. 


I had to press on. "I can tell that something's bothering 
you.’ 


He sighed. "It's nothing. It won't affect my work." 


"All right." I returned my attention to my cigarette. I was 
reminded of how hard it was on my throat, and why I'd quit 
smoking all those years ago. "I'm here if you need to talk." 


He finally met my gaze. "Would you work with someone who 
ran Kiva or Virtuoso?" 


I immediately thought about Dolores, and how technology 
didn't seem to matter when I spent the night with her. Then 
again, I'd been questioning my choices the next day. "It 
wouldn't be easy," I admitted. "Especially with what Sophie 
just discovered." 


"I thought so," Joey said. He fell silent again. 


I took a deep breath. "Are you considering switching your 
implants back to Kiva?" I hated myself for the bitterness in 
my own voice as I asked the question. 


"I don't know," Joey said, making me recoil. "They want me 
to at the clinic." 


I felt my heartbeat race as I glared at him. "It's none of 
their damn business." 


"They have an app that they use to monitor hormone 
levels," Joey said in a flat, weak voice, ignoring my outburst. 
"They want everyone to install it. It won't run on SenseOS." 


"They can't force you. This isn't China where we have no 
choice but to use government-endorsed tech." The tone of 
my voice rose, but I didn't care." We'll fight this. We'll find 
you a lawyer and get a class action lawsuit going. You can't 
be the only one in that position." 


“And what happens in the meantime?" he snapped back at 
me. "They gave me three months, Aaron. They said that's 
how long I have to get a 'legal' OS installed on my 
implants." 


"They used that word? They actually believe that SenseOS 
is illegal?" I leaned on the brick wall as I breathed in and 
out. I knew I shouldn't let ignorance get to me, but people 


confusing corporate terms with legality wasn't something I 
could stomach. 


"They don't understand. Honestly, how can they? I'm the 
only person they ever heard of who uses SenseOS. As far as 
they're concerned, I'm refusing the treatment." 


"I can't believe it," I said, fuming. "We'll find you another 
clinic. I'll start making calls, right this afternoon. In fact, 
we'll use the blog. Some of our supporters might be able to 
either find you a new doctor, or get your current one to 
respect your choice." 


Joey stared me down."Don't you mean your choice?" 


I took a deep breath, trying to calm down and make sense 
out of his words. "What do you mean, 'my choice'?" 


“Come on, Aaron. You have to know I don't care about free 
software nearly as much as you or Taylor. You're my friend, 
and you offered me a job. Honestly, one of the main reasons 
I accepted is that you're one of the few people I know who 
wasn't an ass about my transition." 


I blinked a few times, struggling to find my words. "I know 
you're lying, Joey. This isn't you. You wouldn't have worked 
so damn hard if you didn't believe in Libresource as much 

as the rest of us." 


Tears welled up in his eyes. "I don't know, Aaron. I just don't 
fucking know anymore, all right." 


"We'll figure out a way,' I said, placing a hand on his 
shoulder. "Just give me a chance, okay? Will you let me do 
that? I won't even say your name. I'll only say that there's a 
trans supporter who needs help on the forums. If anything, 
we might be able to help other people in similar situations." 


"IT just don't think it's a battle we can win," he whispered. 


"Joey..." I started, searching for something to say. I extended 
my arms, and he accepted my embrace. 


>K>K>K 


The rest of the day was spent working on how best to reveal 
Sophie's findings to the world. Joey acted as if nothing had 
happened as he wrote to news outlets, directing them to 
the documentation on the Libresource website. We had 
both agreed to keep his conundrum between the two of us, 
at least for the time being. 


While we did receive a few demands for interviews, the 
initial reaction was, as I expected, fairly tame. Most 
journalists insisted they would have to look over the 
findings first, which in my head translated to allowing 
Nordica to deny any wrongdoing. Hopefully they'd at least 
study Sophie's documents themselves. While the proof 
wasn't definitive, it at least showed that something was 
amiss. 


The social media reaction was, at least according to Joey, 
more interesting. People on message boards and social 
networks argued the merits of the documents we provided, 
a few announcing their desire to switch to SenseOS. It 
didn't take long for pro-Nordica opinions to surface though, 
some people even suggesting that manipulating 
neurotransmitters wouldn't be all that bad. An online 
petition demanding free implant removal was started within 
hours of our publishing the findings, but it had yet to gain 
any traction. 


The day was ending, and I decided to have our social media 
expert give us the rundown of what was going on. 


"They're too dumb to understand any of it," Tina kept 
insisting. "As far as they're concerned, this is just another 
conspiracy." She was standing behind Joey's desk, alongside 
the rest of us. 


"IT wouldn't say that," Joey said from his chair. He was back 
to his usual optimistic self, although I did notice him 
avoiding eye contact with others. "The results will have to 
be interpreted. As experts come forward and more 
information is released, it should gain momentum." 


Taylor rolled his eyes. "Come on, you know Nordica have a 
shit ton of shills. I'm pretty sure they're going to pay off 
your so-called 'experts', too. They already have people 
starting flamewars over what we published." 


"We'll have to wait and see," I said. "For now, we'll keep 
spreading our findings and see what else we can find." 


Sophie nodded. "Now that I got this far, it should be simple 
enough to experiment. I also explained my entire 
methodology in the document I published, so anyone can 
try the same at home. I've actually had a few people over on 
IRC and on the SenseOS forums asking me for tips. We 
should soon at least know if older models have the same 
Capacity." 


“Not to burst your bubble," Taylor said, "but it'll just be the 
same nerds who actually care. Couple that with how hard it 
is to get an actual working implant, this isn't going to 
change shit." 


"Hopefully not this time," I said. "If we manage to prove this 
without the shadow of a doubt, it should at least give our 
message enough momentum to guarantee the right to go 
implant free. Maybe we can even force companies to 
release their implant removal codes." 


“Not gonna change that plugs are everywhere," Tina said. 
"Everyone out there is just a walking camera for the Five 
Eyes." The Five Eyes Intelligence Bureau was a common 
topic amongst the more paranoid within the free software 
community. While I did fundamentally disagree with mass 
surveillance, I had a tendency to see it as a symptom of 
data-based business models. Younger supporters like Tina 
often got riled up about it. 


"One step at a time," I said. "For now, good work everyone. 
Let's all get a good night's sleep. We'll have a lot more to do 
tomorrow." 


As we all said our goodbyes, Joey stared at me and tipped 
his head toward Tina, who put on her hood and left the 
office. I knew exactly what he wanted to say; Tina had 
brought up surveillance as her main concern. I sighed and 
nodded at him. Better to learn what I could about our 
young helper rather than have Joey investigate her out of 
frustration. I was half-tempted to ask for Sophie's help, but 
decided against it. She and Tina got along very well, and I 
didn't want to risk driving a wedge into their emerging 
friendship. Still, I had to admit that I couldn't quite get any 
of it out of my mind. The girl was hiding something, of that I 
had no doubt. 


I followed her downstairs. Tina usually left earlier than 
everyone else, so I had no idea if she usually took the bus or 
simply walked home. She seemed too young to drive, and 
based on her clothes, I doubted she'd have been able to 
afford a car, either way. 


I shook my head, almost laughing out loud at the silliness of 
the situation. Tina was just an odd teenage girl, not a spy in 
an action movie. I ran up to her. "Tina, wait. Are you going 
back downtown?" 


She voiced a quiet "hmm", although she still kept her head 
low and avoided looking at me directly. In fact, I couldn't 
see her eyes. "I'm taking the metro, as usual." She knelt 
and picked a handful of tiny rocks from the ground. I 
scratched my head as she dropped them inside her army 
boots. 


"What are you doing? I asked, curiosity getting the better of 
me. 


"For a privacy advocate, you really are clueless sometimes," 
she said.""They got gait detectors everywhere. If I throw 
rocks in my boots, it makes my walking pattern impossible 
to pick up." 


"I see," I said, trying to keep my voice neutral. Joey was 
right—she was hiding from something. 


"I was just thinking I should get to know you better." I 
smiled uneasily. "You've done a lot for Libresource. How 
about I take you out to dinner?" 


"You're too old for me," she said flatly as she walked toward 
the metro station, dragging her feet. 


I shook my head at her comment. "What? No! It's nothing 
like that. I just like to get to know the people who work for 
me." 


"Too many plugs in restaurants," she said. "I get what 
you're trying to do, dude, but I'm fine." 


"Fair enough," I said with a resigned sigh. 


My eyes wandered to her backpack as she walked in front 
of me. A particular button caught my interest. It displayed a 
long limbed alien creature with its arms outstretched. 


White tendrils of mist came out of the three fingers on each 
of its hands, meeting in the middle to form the word 
"Libresource." 


"You designed this logo?" I asked. "The pin on your 
backpack." 


"Oh, this thing?" she said, almost dismissively. "Yeah, I made 
it a while ago. You know, back when you used to call out 
Prototek all the time." 


"T like it," I said."We should make more pins, sell them on 
the website." 


She shrugged, still not looking at me. "If you want. I don't 
have the original file anymore, though, so that'll be an 
issue." 


We reached the gate to the metro station and walked down 
the stairs. Tina's pace accelerated. She ignored me and 
sidestepped two women who were about to cross the gates. 
She scanned her pass, again walking with a quick step and 
keeping her head down. She even pulled her hood further 
up. The behavior reminded me of a robber fleeing a crime 
scene and trying to meld with the crowd. 


I followed her, frowning as I passed a sign announcing a 
rise in ticket prices for people not using the transit system's 
smart implant app. In a few months, I would have to choose 
between taking my car to work every day or buying 
individual, overpriced tickets, as the monthly pass would 
soon only be available through the app. 


I grunted as I scanned my still valid pass and returned my 
attention to Tina. I rushed to her side. "Wait," I said. 


"Sorry," she whispered as I arrived next to her. "Too many 
cameras at the gates. Cashiers are all plugs, and they stare 
at everyone who passes." 


I sighed. "What are you so afraid of? I get it, surveillance 
isn't ideal, but you seem downright terrified of it." 


“Nothing you need to worry about," she said. "I just don't 
like the fucking government tracking me." She kept staring 
at her feet, and her voice was so quiet I had to lean forward 
to make out her words over the crowd's noise. 


I couldn't think of anything to say, so I nodded, even though 
she couldn't see my face with her hood on. At least she 
wasn't pushing me away. More and more, I started to 
wonder just what kind of life Tina had. She was brilliant but 
highly paranoid. She was obviously invested in what 
Libresource did, and she knew her way around implants. If 
I could just figure out who or what she was hiding from. 


The train arrived, and the familiar jingle announcing the 
doors opening resonated across the station. I stepped in 
next to Tina, and we moved toward a pair of seats. She 
pushed me slightly, indicating she wanted to sit next to the 
window and not the alley. She looked down at her feet as 
she sat, making it impossible to see the reflection of her 
face within the train's window. 


"Where are you getting off?" I asked. 


"Downtown," she whispered. I had to lower my head to be 
able to hear her. 


I nodded again. It was obvious at this point that she didn't 
want to reveal anything, which made me all the more 
curious. I hate doing it, but I have to follow her. At least, I 
need to know she has a home. 


I remained silent as the train traveled from station to 
station, passing Atwater, where I usually exited the train. A 
man in a business suit standing in front of me almost threw 
his finger in my face as he gesticulated in the air, probably 
playing an implant game. I brushed his hand away, and he 
barely seemed aware of me as he mumbled something that 
might have been an apology. 


A homeless man who stank of sweat and liquor moved 
between the benches, begging for change in broken 
French. Most people ignored him. They didn't scoff at him 
or look away, simply acted as if he weren't even present. At 
best they sniffed the air, probably wondering where the 
stank came from. The implants didn't even need to affect 
their mood, I realized. Their vision was so overloaded with 
garbage, they had a hard time perceiving the world around 
them. 


The homeless man extended his hand in my direction, and I 
gave him a handful of change. "Merci," he said in French, 
smiling and displaying a set of yellow teeth. 


I kept wondering how giving everyone free implants would 
affect the homeless. Dolores claimed it would help them 
integrate society and find jobs, but I thought about drug 
addicts, mentally unstable people, runaway children, and 
people who wanted to live off the grid. I made a mental note 
to ask Pepper about it, assuming she still volunteered at the 
homeless shelter. 


Tina raised her hand, as if signaling someone. I glanced in 
the direction she waved at and found the homeless man 
nodding at her. This makes a lot of sense. The cigarette 
stank on her coat, her lack of wardrobe changes, the 
paranoia and distrust, it all confirmed my suspicion. Tina 
definitely lives in the streets. I considered confronting her, 


but decided against it. As distrustful as she was, she would 
only deny it. Joey was right; I needed to follow her and find 
out first hand. If I caught her at the shelter or sleeping 
outside, then I could approach her and bring the subject 


up. 


Tina stood up as we neared Berri-UQAM station, which was 
the central hub of Montreal's subway system. I remained 
seated as she made for the exit. Between her hood 
obscuring her vision and the large crowd, trailing her 
shouldn't be too hard. Acommon mistake young people 
made when worrying about surveillance was focusing too 
much on technology and not enough on the human element. 


I waited for her to leave the train before I stood and 
followed from a safe distance, stuck between a Haitian 
woman Carrying grocery bags and a fat man holding a 
construction helmet and a lunch box. Tina used her small 
frame to sneak between people, always keeping her head 
low and regularly adjusting her hood so it would properly 
hide her features. 


I tried my best to navigate the crowd, although I didn't have 
Tina's small stature or her willingness to push people out of 
the way. Luckily, her hood made her stand out if one was 
searching for it. I managed to follow her up the stairs and 
toward the exit. 


She immediately crossed the street. I waited a few seconds 
and kept my distance. If she found me trailing her, I would 
not only fail to learn anything about her, I would lose a 
trusted helper. Chances were she'd enter a normal 
apartment building, I could tell Joey he had nothing to 
worry about, and things would get back to normal. 


The moment she was across the street, I left the station 
proper and began following her, trying my best to stay 
within crowds or near building entrances and alleys where I 
could hide should she turn around. She kept a healthy pace, 
walking surprisingly fast, especially considering the rocks in 
her boots. 


I followed her for around five minutes, unable to shake off 
how silly I felt at the whole prospect. She seemed to relax 
her pace as she left the more crowded areas and walked on 
less busy streets, passing a multitude of small apartment 
buildings in various states of disrepair. While not the worst 
part of the city, it certainly showed why Tina didn't seem 
wealthy. At least she probably had a home. Her knowing a 
homeless man didn't necessarily make her homeless. Once 
again, I was being paranoid. 


She stopped as she reached a street corner and looked 
around. I managed to hide in a building entrance, hoping 
she didn't see me as she looked behind her. Wherever she's 
going, she's nervous about being seen. A more seasoned 
individual might have noticed my rather poor attempt at 


playing spy. 


I peeked out of my hiding spot after a few seconds and 
found her sneaking under a broken metal fence. Her 
backpack got stuck on a crooked piece of metal and she 
pulled on it firmly, loosening it free and running off in the 
field of tall weeds beyond the barrier. 


I took a deep breath as I moved toward the hole. I swear to 
God, Joey. If she's just going to smoke weed with her 
friends... I shut down the voice in my head. No one acted 
this paranoid about weed, especially since it had been 
legalized years ago, and Tina was too smart and too 
functional to be on anything harder. Hell, the only one at 


the office who didn't indulge in the occasional joint was 
Joey, and we made no secret of it. Knowing Sophie, she and 
Tina had probably smoked together during their breaks 
more than once. 


“Here goes nothing," I mumbled as I sneaked under the 
fence, cringing when my jacket got stuck on the same piece 
of metal as Tina's bag earlier. I carefully freed it, not 
wanting to rip it—it had sentimental value. I smelled a mix 
of weed and other displeasing odors I couldn't even identify. 


I moved carefully through the high, unkempt grass. The 
field only went for a few meters before it turned into a 
heavy slope. Trash littered the area at the bottom, anda 
group of people sat at the entrance of a large concrete 
tunnel. Sure enough, I spotted Tina walking toward a thin, 
older man wearing a dusty cap and a fat woman with a 
shaved head. 


"Hey," the thin man yelled as he looked at me. "Get the fuck 
out of here!" He reached for something in his pocket, and I 
recoiled. 


Tina turned around and met my gaze. She mumbled 
something I couldn't hear before she moved in front of the 
thin man. "Relax, Smoke," she said. "He's not a plug. I know 
him." 


The thin man, presumably called Smoke, said something I 
couldn't make out and waved his hand dismissively in my 
direction. 


Tina sighed as she climbed the slope toward me. "What the 
fuck are you doing here? Were you following me?" 


I sighed. "Sorry, but I had to confirm my suspicion." I kept 
my voice firm, and my eyes locked on her. 


"Suspicion?" Her voice dripped with anger. 


“Come on," I said." You're what? Fifteen? Sixteen? You wear 
the same clothes every day, stink of cigarette smoke, and 
act as if you're on the run from the police whenever you're 
in public. You think I didn't suspect you live out in the 
streets?" 


"That's none of your damn business," she spat. "Just leave 
me alone, all right? I won't show up anymore." 


I took a deep breath. Whatever happened in her past, I had 
to let her in of her own free will. "Fair enough," I said. "I 
won't pry. Still, you helped Sophie, and I owe you one." 


“Keep your mouth shut, and we're good." She crossed her 
arms. 


I smiled tentatively. "I was actually going to offer you to 
sleep on the couch in my apartment. We can order 
Chinese." 


She blinked a few times. "You live alone?" 


"Yes. There are no cameras or microphones on any of my 
devices, and you already know I don't use implants." I puta 
hand on her shoulders, making sure she didn't recoil as I 
did so. She still eyed my arm suspiciously. "I have no idea 
what you're hiding from, Tina. You can tell me when you're 
ready. What I do know is that eating garbage and hiding 
from everyone isn't a way to live. I've seen you work, and 
you're brilliant. You could have a legit career ahead of you, 
all of it without sacrificing your principles." 


She beamed. "You had me at Chinese takeout." 


Chapter 6 


I poured myself a second cup of coffee, careful not to wake 
Tina. The old wooden floor creaked as I tiptoed back to my 
bedroom. My apartment didn't have a proper kitchen, but 
rather a small section connected to the living room with 
barely any counter space. Not that I ever needed much. The 
rent was cheap, and the landlord accepted cash payments. 
The last thing I needed was pressure to use smart implants 
to pay rent. 


While this Spartan apartment served my needs most of the 
time, I found it a bit inconvenient with Tina sleeping on the 
couch. Luckily, she seemed a hard sleeper, so my forays into 
the kitchen or bathroom didn't wake her up. I glanced at 
her as I passed the couch. She was still wearing her clothes 
from the previous day, probably a habit she'd picked 
sleeping in the streets. Her brown skin marked her as 
coming from Indian descent, or perhaps Middle-Eastern. I 
wasn't certain, and her lack of an accent hinted that she 
was probably born in Canada. 


Empty boxes from the previous night's Chinese takeout still 
littered the living room table. If Tina was going to sleep 
here a few days, I would have to clean up after myself more 
often. Being a slop proved too easy when living alone. 


I sighed softly as she turned around in her sleep. I couldn't 
even begin to fathom what the girl had gone through. How 
long had she lived in the streets? She must have learned 
her skills somewhere, so she had to have access to 
computers and circuit boards for a good part of her life. 
She also knew about Libresource. I directed my gaze to her 
backpack, and the button she designed—the long-limbed 
alien displaying my organisation's name. A homeless child 


wouldn't create something this frivolous. She was either a 
runaway or the victim of tragedy. 


I turned around, opting to let her sleep. How long had it 
been since she slept with a roof over her head? There were 
beds available at homeless shelters, but her paranoid 
nature might have prevented her from even entering such 
places. I shook my head as I entered my bedroom, leaving 
the door open so I could hear Tina when she'd wake up. 


I sat at the small desk I kept next to my bed and grabbed 
my phone. I didn't want to risk waking my guest by using 
the desktop computer in the living room. Joey's problem 

was still fresh in my mind, and now would be the perfect 

time to research how I could help him out. 


I opened the SenseOS message boards and was greeted by 
a sticky post announcing that Nordica implant models as 
old as five years old contained the same neurotransmitter 
manipulation capacities as the model we studied. So much 
for the feature being limited to newer models. A Russian 
hacker group also claimed that they recreated the 
experiment using a Prototek device, but their post lacked 
documentation. Still, it would encourage more people to 
perform their own tests. A few people had already started 
working on tools that could run on working implants and 
test for active anti-features. At the very least, such tools 
could prove the capacity existed without a doubt, as they 
would be able to trigger the behavior. 


I switched to the forum dedicated to medical devices, 
remembering that my priority was Joey's problem. More 
and more, machines like pacemakers or artificial limbs 
were dependent on abusive proprietary software, some of 
them including GPS trackers or sending data to the 
manufacturer. While advertised as safety features, I always 


believed that no one should be forced to have such software 
run inside their body. Taylor and I once worked on an 
alternative operating system for a pacemaker. As far as I 
knew, only a handful of people used it. Still, I received a few 
heartwarming messages about it from supporters, happy 
they didn't have to allow a corporation to spy on their vitals 
in order to live. 


I'd started a thread about hormone therapy earlier the 
previous day, using one of the many pseudonyms I relied 
upon when I didn't want people to know I was the one 
asking the question. Joey hadn't yet given me permission to 
mention him, and it wasn't a secret that I employed a 
transgender man. In fact, one of the first replies suggested 
that Joey might know. I had to laugh at the irony. 


I scrolled through the thread, taking note of a few 
suggested ideas. Many people talked about petitions or 
other forms of pressure. A law student who regularly 
posted mentioned that since free software wasn't 
considered a right, there was little recourse to be had. Joey 
could accept the procedure or not, and his doctor had the 
right to impose the use of implants. It was becoming a 
regular issue. People were forced to use a technology that 
potentially influenced their decisions on the 
neurotransmitter level. That was on top of the invasive 
spying features that were already documented. 


I took a sip of coffee. This was why I preferred working in 
the office. Whenever I'd start feeling overwhelmed, Taylor 
would make a stupid joke, Joey would offer encouraging 
words, or Sophie would distract me with some new gadget. 
Sometimes, we'd have random people come in. Technically, 
the office served as an open hacker space, although this 
part of our mission had never truly caught on, mostly due to 
more convenient locations downtown. 


I kept on reading. "Oh," I said out loud as I stumbled ona 
post by a user I didn't know. It claimed that a gender 
transition clinic in Halifax chose not to impose the use of 
implants. 


I clicked on the link in the post, leading me to the clinic's 
website. I smiled as I found references to my work, even a 
quote from my recent appearance on Tracy Tonight. It 
seemed as though Joey was right, as always. There was 
always someone listening. 


Having Joey move to Halifax for his treatment wasn't ideal, 
but it beat the alternative. I sent Joey a PGP-encrypted 
email with the link. He could check it out for himself, and 
then we might be able to find a solution. 


I was typing out a reply in the thread, thanking everyone 
for their input, when I heard footsteps outside the room. I 
turned around and saw Tina standing in the doorway, 
holding a cup of coffee. "I helped myself," she said. 


"It's fine." I put my phone down and pulled my chair away 
from my desk. "Did you sleep well?" 


She nodded and yawned. "Thanks for letting me crash. Your 
couch is comfy." 


"I wasn't going to let you sleep outside," I said as she sat on 
my bed."Do you have any plans for today?" 


She shrugged and took a sip of coffee. "Nothing so far." 


"I often play badminton with Sophie on weekends." I 
decided not to mention the one match I had with Dolores. 


She raised an eyebrow. "I'll just go back to the tunnel. Too 
many plugs around parks." 


I sighed. "Honestly, Tina. I get that you don't like 
surveillance, but even I will admit that corporations have 
better things to do than to spy on our every move. Is hiding 
from everyone with implants really worth it?" 


"Forget it," she said, averting her eyes." You won't get it." 
This has gone on long enough. | stood up. "Try me." 


“Never mind." She turned around and started walking 
towards the exit. "Thanks again for letting me crash. I'll get 
out of your hair." 


I rushed to her side. "Wait. Breakfast?" I offered the most 
genuine smile I could manage. 


She turned toward me and shrugged. "Sure, why not? I 
won't turn away free food." 


I smiled more earnestly at her as I made my way outside my 
bedroom and toward the stove. "Are scrambled eggs okay?" 


"Yeah, sure." She followed me out and pointed at my 
desktop computer. "Mind if I check my mail?" 


“Go ahead," I said as I picked four eggs and a box of 
sausages from the fridge. I glanced in her direction as I 
made breakfast. She booted my computer into Pocket Gnu 
—a live operating system—using a flash drive she carried 
with her. Such operating systems could be carried around a 
portable device and used on any computer. I'd seen her use 
it in the office before, and as far as I knew it was clean. For 
someone living in the streets and not being able to afford a 
computer of her own, it made sense. Pocket Gnu also had 
the advantage of offering extra privacy, isolating her session 
from whatever logs the host computer kept. 


I concentrated on cooking breakfast, although I had already 
eaten earlier and it was closer to lunch for me—not that I 
had any problem with eggs and sausages for lunch. I threw 
the first two slices of bread in the toaster while I poured us 
glasses of orange juice which was nearing its expiration 
date. It still smelled somewhat fresh. 


I brought Tina her breakfast at the computer while I placed 
mine on the modest dining table I kept in a corner. I seldom 
used it, more often than not taking my meals as I worked. If 
Tina were to stay for a few days though, I would have to 
move it to a more central location. 


We ate in silence. She was browsing an imageboard, 
looking at a thread apparently dedicated to pictures of old 
computers having gone through fires. I decided to break 
the silence. "I was thinking we could get you a change of 
clothes." 


"I'm not going to the mall," she said, her eyes glued to the 
screen. "Too many plugs there." 


I took a deep breath. "Look, I'll make you a deal. I'll let you 
stay here and sleep on the couch, at least for a few days. I 
do want to know what you're hiding from though." I smiled 
as gently as I could. "Who knows? Maybe I can help." 


"T'll think about it," she said as she clicked on an image of a 
mountain of old floppy disks engulfed in flames. 


I had to try a different approach. I was asking her to trust 
me, but in her place, would I be so forthcoming? "All right. 
There's no hurry," I said. "But I'm curious, what made you 
decide to help us out?" 


She turned toward me. "I don't like implants, and you used 
to be a big deal. You know, before you went corporate and 


stuff. I even used to have an Opentouch phone. I heard you 
were back at it, and I emailed Sophie." She sighed. "I never 
liked how kids who got implants acted about them, like it 
made them more important. And I never turn down an 
opportunity to crack these things open." 


“You do seem to know your way around them." 


"By the way,’ she said as she shoved a forkful of eggs in her 
mouth. She kept talking with her mouth full. "You're 
wasting a shit ton of money buying implants from your 
weird Cuban doctor." 


I raised an eyebrow. "Do you know about a better deal?" 


She nodded. "Guy working at the morgue. He's supposed to 
send them back to Prototek, Nordica, whatever, except no 
one cares if an implant gets lost." 


I blinked a few times. "You do realize how messed up that is, 
right?" 


Tina shrugged. "It's not like it hurts anyone. What's messed 
up is the shit Sophie and I found." 


"One doesn't excuse the other," I said with a sigh. "I can 
understand why you'd be tempted to buy implants that way, 
but we're not there yet. We should never have to 
compromise our own morality to support our principles." 


She grabbed a sausage with her hand and took a generous 
bite. "Trust me, it'll get to that point. If you're serious about 
getting people to stop putting spyware chips in their brains, 
you'll have to get dirty." 


"You know, Tina. I've been at this a bit longer than you have. 
You don't convince people by breaking the law." 


“Depends which laws." There was little passion to her voice. 
She mentioned illegal activities in the same disinterested 
tone one would use to describe the weather. "Technically, 
it's not legal to crack open implants and talk about what 
you find. Only reason Nordica isn't going after you is that 
the only people who even care about Libresource already 
hate implants, and a lawsuit would make random sheeple 
look at what we found." 


“Not quite," I said. "It goes against their terms, but we 
never agreed to these terms. Nordica would like us to 
believe studying implants is illegal, but we're still allowed to 
do what we want with the things we buy. Either way, what 
you're proposing is completely different. Stealing from 
corpses isn't just illegal. It's wrong." 


Tina took another bite of her sausage. "What's so wrong 
about it?" 


"Well, it's disrespectful. People might not like it if you scoop 
away something from their family member's body." 


"It's getting scooped anyways,’ Tina said. "They do it at the 
morgue, so companies can get their implants back. I think 
they use environment protection as an excuse." 


"They're actually right," I said. "Implants won't decompose 
the way the human body does. Also, both Nordica and 
Prototek sell montages made out of pictures and videos 
recorded on the implants they recover. Apparently, it's 
becoming popular at funerals." 


"Wow, seriously? I guess the guy's careful which implant he 
sells, then. It's probably not too hard to single out people 
without families," Tina said. "Either way, doesn't change the 
facts. My guy isn't stealing from corpses. He's stealing from 
Prototek and Nordica. Besides, would you rather we use 


these implants to reverse-engineer the tech, or that 
corporations use them to study some plug's last moments?" 


“But then you're the one who has access to this person's 
dying moments." I leaned forward." Prototek does claim 
that they wipe the devices before sending them to 
recycling." 


Tina rolled her eyes. "Like we believe them." 


“Let me ask you," I said. "What did you do with the data on 
the last implant you studied, before you joined my team?" 


She averted her eyes. "I deleted it," she said, although the 
corners of her mouth perking up told me all I needed to 
know. 


"You're a terrible liar," I said with a smile of my own. 


"All right, fine." She threw her hands in the air. An innocent 
giggle escaped her lips. "First time, I just wanted to know if 
there was some way to remotely hack the things and make 
people see random shit. I looked at the pictures in there, 
mostly boring stuff. Just pictures from a Jewish wedding and 
random family shots." 


"So you do admit to violating a dead person's privacy." I 
stared her down. If she was serious about getting involved 
in free software, she had to understand why these things 
matter. "What do you think their family would say if they 
knew you had the pictures?" 


"I don't have them anymore," Tina said, avoiding my gaze. 
"But yeah, I guess they'd be pissed." 


"They would." I took a deep breath. "Tell me, are you at all 
familiar with a website called 'deadchicks dot com'?" 


"Is that a porn site?" 


"It was. Created by a nurse called Emir working in a New 
York hospital. He managed to get access to the locker 
where they kept implants removed from cadavers, and he 
was one of the first people to realize the lack of storage 
encryption involved." 


"I see where this is going." Tina leaned forward and 
smirked. 


"It turns out that a lot of people enjoy recording themselves 
while they have sex. Emir made quite a bit of money selling 
these recordings on his website. Eventually, people started 
hearing about videos of themselves appearing on 
‘Deadchicks'. You can imagine the scandal." 


Tina laughed. "Fucking plugs. They had it coming." 


I sighed. "I'm afraid it's not that simple. Remember that this 
happened while the technology was still new. Most of the 
people found in the videos didn't have implants themselves. 
A lot of them weren't even aware they were being filmed. 
These are victims of a crime, Tina." I shook my head. " You 
can't expect people to avoid anyone who uses implants. I 
interact with them all the time, and not just SenseOS 
users." 


"You're just not careful enough." 


I ignored the absurdity of her comment. "Think about it for 
a moment. Do you think I could get any work done if I 
refused to make public appearances or speak to potential 
clients? I have a sister who uses implants. Her husband 
does, too. So does my mother. Granted, I'm not particularly 
close to my family, but I still talk to them on holidays. People 
can't completely cut themselves off from the world." 


"I guess," Tina said, averting her eyes. 


I realized too late that family was probably a touchy subject 
for her. I spoke in a gentler tone. "I apologize. I imagine 
that's not a comfortable topic for you." 


"Don't worry about it, dude." She smiled a bit too forcibly 
for my taste. "So, I take it you don't want me talking to my 
guy at the morgue?" 


I took a deep breath, remembering Joey's speech about 
Libresource's finances. "We'll keep it in mind as a very last 
resort. I do mean very last. There are other, more ethical 
avenues we can explore." 


"Fine," she said. 


I stood up and stretched my arms. "In the meantime, how 
about we get you some new clothes? We can order them 
online, so you won't have to go to the mall." 


"Why not?" She shrugged. "I'm keeping the hoodie though." 


"And later tonight..." I scratched my chin. "Do you like 
horror movies?" 


She raised an eyebrow. " You guys have a Libresource 
horror movie night?" 


I nodded with a grin. "At Taylor's place, every Saturday. 
Actually, it'll be a good occasion for you to meet Pepper, 
Taylor's aunt. She volunteers at the homeless shelter." 


Tina chuckled. "Wow. I guess she did keep her promise to 
keep her mouth shut. Who do you think talked me into 
getting in touch with Sophie?" 
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The day went by faster than I expected. While not a wealthy 
man, I still had enough money in my savings to buy Tina a 
few essentials, mostly clothes. We agreed that she could 
sleep on my couch, at least for the weekend, although a 
voice in the back of my head kept gnawing at me. You don't 
really know who she is. You don't know what she's running 
from. 


Truth be told, I liked Tina. She reminded me of myself when 
I was younger: angry and looking to change the world. Yet 
she was smart. She understood how technology worked, 
even if she didn't quite have the same grasp on how people 
worked. Then again, this was all too common in my line of 
work, Taylor being the perfect example. 


To Tina, anyone with implants was a plug, and that was that. 
Even considering working with SenseOS users probably 
represented a leap of faith on her part. I wondered if 
Pepper had anything to do with that. I considered asking 
Tina, but didn't want to risk pushing her any more than 
necessary. Getting her to lower her barriers just enough to 
let me buy her a toothbrush had proven tricky enough. 


We made our way to Taylor's apartment late in the 
afternoon. Due to Tina's discomfort with public places, I 
drove instead of taking the bus. 


Taylor and his aunt lived in the heart of Verdun, closer to 
the Libresource office than my home. Their apartment was 
on the second floor of a three-storey building with two 
apartments on each floor. We had to climb an exterior 
round staircase located on the outside to reach it. I always 
worried that Pepper might slip on it and injure herself, 


especially in the winter. I rang the doorbell and waited for 
Pepper to unlock the door. 


“Come in, come in," she said, leaning on her cane as she 
made her way back inside the cozy living room. "Sophie and 
Taylor are in the back." 


I wiped my feet on the carpet at the entrance, turning 
toward Tina and pointing downward with my eyes so she'd 
follow suit. I smiled at Pepper, who had returned to her 
office chair in the living room, browsing something on her 
computer. 


"Hey, Aaron," Taylor called from his office at the back of the 
apparment, which was really more of a workshop where he 
built computers and worked on various projects. 


I joined him, followed closely by Tina. "Hello," I waved at 
Taylor and Sophie, who was standing behind him. She 
looked over her laptop while Taylor leaned back on his seat. 
"What are you working on?" 


"Implant jammer," Sophie said with a grin. "Well, if we can 
get it working. Technically, it could block the wireless 
frequency they use." 


"Cool," Tina said as she rushed pass me and looked over 
Sophie's data. 


“Sounds like you found eager help," I smiled at Tina's 
enthusiasm before turning my attention to Taylor. "Would 
this make implants stop working?" 


"I don't think so," Taylor scratched the back of his head. 
“Most apps still gather data when they lose the signal. 
Otherwise, people would go apeshit whenever they got 
under a tunnel or whatever. The jammer would be good at 


blocking ads. It's just like losing the signal on your phone. 
That's actually what we're working on: limiting the range so 
it doesn't screw over an entire block." 


"Still, I could definitely see uses." I tipped my head toward 
the living room. "I'll go say hello to Pepper." 


Tina seemed too entranced by the information displayed on 
Sophie's laptop to notice me, and Sophie herself was busy 
explaining it. Taylor shrugged as I made my way to the 
living room, silently thankful that teenagers were so easily 
distracted. Some of the things I wanted to discuss with 
Pepper would be easier to bring up without Tina around. 


I sat on the couch, next to Pepper's computer. She was 
playing online video poker. "Are you still gambling on the 
Internet?" 


She scoffed. "Got nothing better to do. Blame Rose. I got 
the habit from her." 


I shook my head. Pepper regularly blamed her bad habits 
on her now deceased wife, and I had long stopped being 
surprised by it."Tina told me she'd met you at the shelter." 


She turned toward me." Good. That girl needs to get out of 
her shell." 


"That's an understatement," I said. "Between you and me, 
I'm worried. She's so scared of anyone with implants seeing 
her face." I sighed. "Is she in trouble?" 


To my surprise, Pepper chuckled. "That's just how street 
kids are these days. You know about this app called 
‘Watchdog'?" 


I scratched my head. "Isn't that the police app for finding 
criminals? I remember someone mentioning it on the 
SenseOS forums, but I never got around to looking into it." 


“Not just criminals. You see, it's not legal for the cops to use 
facial recognition in surveillance cameras. Took a lot of 
protests back in my days, but it's one of the wins we got. 
Problem is, when implants came out, the cops found a 
workaround. There's this app they released, Watchdog. It's 
free and anyone can install it. It'll keep scanning the crowds 
for anyone who's on their list. Runaway kids, gas station 
robbers, you got it." 


I frowned. "I see where this is going." 


Pepper nodded. "Well, you don't survive in the streets 
without getting your hands dirty. It's part of why so many 
homeless folks are afraid of plugs. Plus, there's a solidarity 
thing going on. The more people hide, the harder it is to 
find the guilty ones." 


"I suppose it makes sense, in its own twisted way," I said. 
"Although that app does worry me, now that you mention it. 
Maybe I should blog about it?" 


“Don't bother," Pepper said, waving her hand dismissively. 
"It's been out for years. Because using it is voluntary, 
there's nothing we can do about it." 


"Speaking of," I said. "How do you even convince the 
homeless to trust you at the shelter? You can't guarantee 
none of the volunteers wear implants." 


“But I can sure as hell make sure none of them use that 
app." Her brow furrowed as she leaned toward me. "We 
have a whole bunch of apps people aren't allowed to use at 
the shelter—pretty much anything with facial recognition 


involved. To be honest, I'd rather we only get volunteers 
who still have their own normal human eyes, but what can 
you do?" 


"Still, it's good of you to give the homeless this limited 
amount of privacy." 


She scoffed again. "Well, it's either that or they don't trust 
us and sleep in the streets. Used to be a big problem, too. 
One of the administrators was running the app, and the 
cops came in once in a while to arrest some poor guy trying 
to eat his soup." 


I blinked a few times. "How come I never heard about 
that?" 


"No one gives a shit about the homeless," she said with 
another wave of her hand." Either way, it got real hard to 
get people to come back after a few arrests. We even 
considered closing down the whole shelter. That's how the 
app rules came about. Even then, we still get folks coming 
with a scarf around their head, and they bury their head 
under the blankets when they sleep." 


I frowned. "I imagine you have no idea what Tina did?" 


“None of my business," she said with a firm glare, which 
looked all the more serious through her thick glasses. 
“None of yours, either. The girl's smart, I can tell you that. 
Fixed all the computers at the shelter, and I spent enough 
time around Taylor to know the difference between 
someone who knows their shit and some kid who just 
pretends. She can be an asset to you, Aaron, but you might 
have to get that stick out of your ass first." 


I laughed at that. "I got that impression from the time I 
spent with her so far. Sophie likes her, and she's helped us a 


lot so far. I'm just worried." 
"Worried?" 


"About her past," I said. "She's hiding from something. I've 
seen her in public, and I can tell that she's terrified. I just 
don't want whatever she did to catch up to her and reflect 
badly on Libresource." 


Pepper scoffed and waved her hand at me. "What are you, 
some corporate CEO? You won't change shit without taking 
risks, Aaron. Think I played it safe back when I was involved 
with Occupy? How about that time I snuck in a chicken farm 
to free the chickens? I took some good pictures, too, and it 
let people know how bad the chickens were treated." 


"You spent time in jail for that one." 


"But it worked," she said. "Some of the pictures I took made 
the paper. They sure got popular on social media. If I hadn't 
spent those eight months in jail, we wouldn't have this 
much oversight in chicken farms today." 


"I see what you mean." I heard the hesitation in my own 
voice. Was I truly ready to head back into the fire? "Still, I 
have to remember that I'm first and foremost a business 
consultant." 


"Not if you're serious about fighting this implant madness, 
you ain't." Pepper had this way of telling me to ignore the 
law as if she were a teacher scolding me for late homework. 


I tried to think of something else to say, but nothing would 
come. "I suppose I have some thinking to do." 


Pepper grunted some form of acknowledgement and 
returned her attention to her poker game. 
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I tried to forget about my worries as we settled, opened 
some beers, and got some snacks. It was Sophie's turn to 
pick the movie, and she went for the original Dawn of the 
Dead. Tina tried to talk us into letting her drink, but I 
remained adamant that she was still a minor. Luckily, she let 
go of the issue once she found out I wouldn't budge. 


I chuckled to myself as I watched the characters panic at 
the zombie apocalypse. The imagery, however, brought me 
back to reality, and how the implant situation often felt like 
a no-win apocalyptic scenario. Truth be told, we had no way 
of knowing how deep the rabbit hole went in regard to my 
team's recent findings. Maybe it was nothing and we 
panicked over a misread variable. Or maybe it was just the 
tip of the iceberg. 


I shook my head. This is what happens when I spend the 
day with a teenager. I start thinking like an angry fifteen- 
year-old. 


People with implants were still people, not mindless plugs 
like Tina described them. I glanced in her direction. She 
was munching on popcorn from a bowl she shared with 
Sophie. Taylor made a joke about the seventies’ haircuts in 
the movie, and we all shared in a laugh, Tina included. 
She's becoming one of us, I realized. 


My phone rang, prompting every head to turn in my 
direction. 


"Sorry,' I said as I took it out of my pocket. I looked at the 
caller ID; Joey. "I'll get it in the kitchen." 


I moved to the other room and closed the door behind me 
so as to not bother the others. I answered as quietly as I 


could. "You're missing movie night." 


"Never mind that." There was a level of urgency in Joey's 
voice that I'd rarely heard from him. 


"You sound worried," I said. "If it's about your treatment, I 
may have found something. I sent you an email." 


"T'll look at it later," he said. "It's about Tina. I know you told 
me not to look into it, but I had to know." 


I frowned. "There's nothing to worry about, Joey. Yes, she's 
homeless, but Pepper was the one who told her to contact 
us." 


"You don't get it." Joey spoke fast, breathing heavily. "She's 
a runaway, Aaron. I found a video from her parents, 
begging her to come home." 


Chapter 7 


The video featured a couple sitting on an old leather couch. 
A brown-skinned man in his early fifties with a receding line 
of graying hair held a white woman's hand. She wore a light 
summer dress. Framed family pictures hung on the yellow 
wall behind them. I recognized Tina on one of them. She 
looked a few years younger, with longer hair and a 
mischievous smile. 


"My name is Devon, and this is my wife Maria," the man 
said. His deep voice cracked as he spoke. "We made this 
video hoping that it would reach our daughter, Tina Lebel." 


The woman, Maria, held a more recent picture of Tina, 
which the camera zoomed toward. "This is what she looks 
like," Maria said."She ran away from home in September, 
and we don't know where she went." 


The camera zoomed back out, showing the woman crying in 
the man's arms. "Tina, please come home," Tina's father 
said. "Whatever made you angry, we can talk about it. Think 
about your future. I know that we argued a lot, but 
everything we did, we did for your own good. We just want 
to see you again. Your room is still as you left it. Whatever 
happened, know that we love you." 


"And if you're holding her," Tina's mother said between 
sobs." Please, her family misses her. We just want our 
daughter back." 


Soft music played as the feed transitioned to a screen with 
contact information for anyone who might have seen the 
missing child. Apparently, the family lived in Toronto. A 


voice-over gave instructions on how to contact them, but I 
stopped listening. Joey paused the video. 


Silence fell in the room. Joey's announcement and 
subsequent arrival had put a stop to movie night. He had 
found the video on Watchdog's Viewtube page, alongside a 
series of similar pleas from desperate parents. At least it 
confirmed that the Watchdog app would indeed alert the 
police, should it recognize Tina's features. 


"They're trying way too fucking hard with the sad music," 
Taylor said, earning himself glares from the rest of us. 


"Shut up, Taylor," Joey said. "This is serious." 


Tina sat on a couch next to the computer, hugging her legs. 
She had her hood up over her head and kept her eyes 
down. 


"Who else knows about this?" I asked. "Have you called the 
police?" 


"Not yet." Joey stared at Tina. "I figured Tina deserved a 
chance to explain herself." 


I took a deep breath. "I think we all suspected this was a 
possibility for a while now." I rose and took a seat next to 
Tina. "Joey's right. You helped us, and deserve a chance to 
say your piece. I expect the truth though. No more hiding." 


She sighed. "What does it matter?" 


"Just let the poor girl breathe," Pepper said, pulling me 
away from Tina with strength I didn't expect a woman of 
her age to have. "Trust me, no one sleeps outside without a 
damn good reason." She glared at me, challenging me with 
a stare that brook no arguments. 


"They wanted me to get implants," Tina said, her voice flat 
and dry. 


"That's why you ran?" I said. "So you wouldn't be 
implanted?" 


Tina closed her eyes. She spoke in a soft voice. "We argued 
about it for months. They wanted to send me to this private 
school, but everyone there had to be a plug. I told them no 

way, Said I didn't want any of this shit in my body. They said 
that I didn't know what I was talking about, and that I was 

paranoid." 


I took a moment before replying. Speaking about this 
couldn't be easy for her. "And then you ran away?" 


"Yeah," she said. "It was that or becoming a plug." 
"That's it?" I pressed on. "They never hurt you?" 
Tina shook her head, but didn't look at me. 


"Can't say I wouldn't have done the same," Taylor said. "I 
mean, you can't really come back from that operation." 


Sophie slapped Taylor behind the head." You're not 
helping." 


I took another deep breath. "Have you talked to your family 
since then?" 


Tina shrugged. "I never bothered. They're fucking plugs." 
Joey shared a nod with me. "Well, maybe you should start by 


calling them,” he said. "If you explain your point of view, I'm 
sure they'll understand how much not using implants 


matters to you. Trust me, I know how hard it is to make 
your family accept your life choices." 


"Right," Tina said."I keep forgetting you used to be a girl. 
Doctors did a good job on you." 


Joey winced at Tina's comment, but took a deep breath than 
challenge her. "My parents still miss their daughter 
sometimes," he said, offering a compassionate smile. I knew 
him well enough to notice the uncomfortable twitch in his 
lips."In time, they accepted that my happiness is what 
matters, and that I never really was a girl. The couple I saw 
in the video don't look like bad people to me. Give them a 
chance." 


Tina stared at Joey. "Even if I call them, you'll take me to the 
cops." She straightened up her back and lowered her feet 
on the floor. "I won't let you. I ran away before. I'll do it 
again." 


"At least call them," I said. "Let them know that you're okay. 
I know a good encrypted phone service you can use. The 
website gives you a temporary, untraceable phone number. 
You can call your parents, let them know you're all right, 
and then we can decide what to do. Is that fair?" Truth be 
told, I had little desire to harbor a runaway teenager, but I 
knew that with Tina, I had to take things one step at a time. 


She sighed. "All right, fine, but I'm not going back." 


I moved toward the computer, but Tina walked in front of 
me, holding her Pocket Gnu flash drive. 


"Right," I said, moving aside. "Go ahead." 


She plugged in the drive and rebooted the computer. "No 
offense, but I have no idea what kind of crap's on Pepper's 


computer." If Taylor's aunt was in any way offended by the 
comment, she didn't show it. 


She booted into her live OS and opened a browser window, 
allowing me to direct her to 'disposablecalls dot com', a 
website created by an old friend of mine from my MIT days. 
I bought a temporary line using my Cryptocoin wallet and 
moved aside. "When you're ready," I said. "The number's 
valid for twenty-four hours." 


Tina gulped as she stared at the monitor. All of her tough 
street kid attitude evaporated before my eyes, leaving a 
vulnerable fifteen years old girl about to face the 
disapproval of her family. 


"I'll be right here," I whispered low enough that only Tina 
would hear. 


"Let's give her privacy for this, people," Pepper said, 
standing up. She shooed the group toward the kitchen. I 
rose to do the same, but Tina grabbed my sleeve. 


"Stay," she said. 


I nodded and sat back down. The door to the kitchen closed, 
leaving the two of us alone in front of Pepper's computer, 
Disposablecalls's dialing pad interface still waiting for an 
input. Tina remained immobile, save for her chest rising in 
heavy breathing. 


"Take your time," I said. 


She typed in the number with shaking fingers, twice having 
to correct mistakes. She breathed in and out as her cursor 
hovered over the green button that would start the call. I 
was about to offer more words of encouragement when she 
clicked the button. The phone on the other end rang three 


times while Tina kept her eyes locked on the screen, even 
as she clinched her fists. 


"Hello," a woman said from the other end. Her voice 
sounded tired, like someone who had just arrived home 
after a long day at work. "Is anyone there?" 


Tina leaned toward the webcam located on top of the 
monitor, which included a microphone. "Hey," she said, her 
voice weak and hesitant. 


"Tina?" The woman said with renewed vigor. "Are you okay? 
Are you hurt? Where are you?" 


"I'm fine," Tina said. "But I can't tell you where I am. Don't 
try to trace this call." She tried to sound intimidating, but 
her voice cracked. She closed her eyes, trying to hold her 
tears in. I moved to hold her hand, but she pulled it away. 


"Please, Tina. Whatever happened, we can talk about it. Do 
you need money? Your dad and I can leave right now and 
come pick you up. We'll drive through the night." 


"I don't need anything." Tina clenched her fist. She 
breathed heavily. "I just wanted you do know that I'm okay, 
but to stop looking for me. You know exactly why I left." 


Another phone was picked up, and a deeper male voice 
spoke. "Tina? Is it really you?" 


"It's me," she said. 


"I've been looking into things," Tina's father said. "If you left 
about the implants, we can find a solution. There's this 
thing called SenseOS. Would that be okay? I read an article 
the other day about ways to protect your privacy, if you're 
still worried about that." 


Tina closed her eyes. She took another deep breath. "You 
just don't fucking get it, do you?" 


I recoiled at her words. I'd never heard Tina this angry 
before. I closed my eyes to compose myself. These were 
things she had to say. It wasn't my place to interfere. She 
wanted me to support her, but not to fight her battles for 
her. 


"We just want you to come home." The woman sobbed. "We 
won't force you into anything that makes you 
uncomfortable." 


"Of course you say that," Tina said, grinding her teeth. "But 
once I'm home, how long before the same bullshit starts 
again? You're both fucking plugs, and you don't get it." The 
volume of her voice rose as she stood up. " You think it's just 
about the implants? It's about you two deciding which 
school I should go to. It's about you having my whole future 
planned out. Well, fuck off. I'm calling you to let you know 
that I'm fine, but I'm not coming back, ever. Now leave me 
alone, and get my face off that stupid Watchdog app." 


Silence fell on the other end." You're our daughter," the 
man said, his voice more firm. "We can't just let you go. I 
know you think you're doing the right thing, and we'll talk 
about it. Do you seriously want to live your life in the 
streets? You're smart enough that you could work at a tech 
company yourself one day." 


"IT won't be a plug." 


"Just think about it, okay?" the man said. "Can you at least 
do that? For what it's worth, your mother and I will listen to 
what you have to Say." 


"All right," she said with a sigh. "I'll think about it." 


"We love you," the woman said. 


The cursor shook as Tina directed it toward the red button 
that would end the call. She closed her eyes and turned her 
face away from me as she clicked. 


I waited as Tina breathed in and out. A popup on the screen 
asked for feedback on the call's quality. I ignored it as I 
tentatively placed a hand on Tina's shoulder. "You did the 
right thing." 


“Doesn't matter," she replied as she pushed my hand away. 
"I don't believe them, and you're going to send me back 
anyways." Her voice was barely a whisper. 


I sighed and stood up." May I invite the others back in?" 


"Whatever," she said with a shrug. She wiped the tears 
from her face with her hoodie's sleeve. 


I stood up and called to the kitchen. "You can come back." 
The door opened almost immediately, Taylor leading the 
group back in the living room." You could at least pretend 
you weren't listening in." 


"I told Taylor not to," Sophie said as she sat down on the 
couch. 


"We need to make a decision," I said, my eyes going from 
person to person. 


Tina was back to looking down at the ground while Pepper 
moved next to her, glaring at me. Taylor and Sophie shared 
a concerned look while Joey stared at me with a heavy 
frown. 


“There's no decision here," Joey said. "We're not breaking 
the law and helping a runaway kid hide from her parents." 


"First of all," Sophie said as she directed her attention to 
Tina. "What did they say?" 


I glanced at Tina, who remained silent. I decided to answer 
myself. "They said that they want to talk to her, and that 
they'd respect her choice." 


“Sounds reasonable to me," Sophie said. 
"Tina doesn't believe them." 


"What kid believes their parents, anyway?" Taylor said. "But 
in this case, she may be right." 


Joey gasped at Taylor. "You can't possibly be serious." 


"Just saying," Taylor continued in his usual disinterested 
tone. ""We know implants can affect people. Maybe they 
brainwash parents into implanting their kids?" 


Tina roused herself from her self-induced torpor. "See, it's 
what I said. We can't trust plugs. Also, you remember what 
my dad just said. He kept looking for ways to convince me 
to get implants." 


I frowned. "That's a big stretch." 


"Finally, someone's willing to see reason," Joey said, 
throwing his arms in the air."Thank you, Aaron." 


"It might be a stretch," Pepper said." But it's believable. I've 
seen it plenty of times. Abusive parents will say anything to 
get their kid back, and then the cycle begins again." 


I shook my head. "I get where you're coming from, Pepper, 
but Tina's parents didn't sound abusive to me. Misinformed, 
maybe, but not abusive." 


"They want to put a Prototek chip in their daughter's 
brain," Taylor said. "Sounds like abuse to me." 


“And these are your words, Aaron," Pepper said, staring me 
down." You spent years drilling all of us about the dangers 
of proprietary software. Hell, I learned how to use Linux 
because you and Taylor wouldn't shut up about it. Now, 
you're going to throw all of that aside because it's getting 
inconvenient?" 


"Keeping a child away from her parents is not an 
inconvenience!" I snapped, standing up. "This isn't some 
copyright law we're breaking. This is kidnapping. We could 
all go to jail, people." 


"I'll just tell the cops my parents were beating me, if it 
comes to that," Tina said. 


Joey glared at Tina. "You're in enough trouble already. Don't 
make it worse by adding lies on top of it." 


I took a deep breath and sat back on the chair closer to 
Tina." You had to know this couldn't go on forever." 


"I knew I shouldn't have trusted you," Tina said, grinding 
her teeth. "You might as well be a plug. I helped you hack 
that fucking egg, and you just sell me out." She turned her 
head toward the computer monitor. "Fuckhead." 


Sophie sighed. "You know, I hate to say it, but Tina has a 
point. I wouldn't have gone this far without her." 


"Enough," Joey said. "Aaron, we're not really considering 
this, are we?" 


I took another deep breath." No, we're not." I turned 
toward Tina, who was still refusing to look at me. "I'll at 
least give you the courtesy of driving you myself. You won't 
be taken by the police, and I'll explain everything to your 
parents. I'll let them know how much not having implants is 
important to you. I owe you at least that much." 
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Tina kept her arms crossed as I drove on the highway. I 
half-expected her to run away at the first opportunity, but 
she kept silent, sitting on the passenger seat with her head 
down. The sun was going down, and I would no doubt drive 
through the night. Still, it was better than waiting for the 
morning, at which point Tina would be gone for good. I 
could have contacted the police, like Joey wanted, but the 
girl deserved better. 


I had a passing thought for the clothes I'd ordered earlier 
in the day for her. Perhaps I could mail them to her at her 
parents' place, or maybe donate them to Pepper's homeless 
Shelter? What was I thinking? I wondered as I changed 
lane, passing someone who drove at a snail's pace. I can't 
be a father to this girl. I was ready to invite her into my 
home, and I barely knew who she was. I still don't know 
her, not really. 


I glanced at her, and she responded with a death stare. "I'm 
sorry,’ I said as I returned my attention to the road." For 
what it's worth, I really am thankful for your help." 


She harrumphed. 


"T don't think it'll be so bad," I continued. "Your parents 
obviously love you, and they care about you. You can still 
work with us from home. If your parents agree, you can 
even come back to Montreal once in a while. It'll be even 
better, since you won't have to hide your face in public all 
the time." 


"Whatever, dude." 


"They're your parents, Tina. You should at least give them a 
chance." 


"I'm done giving them chances," she spat." Do you think I 
just ran away on a whim? They wouldn't even let me 
upgrade my computer until I accepted to get implants. 
Seriously, fuck your conscience. I'll just run away again, and 
you won't see me again. In fact, just drop me wherever. I'll 
find my own way." 


I sighed. "Have you ever thought about how they feel about 
it? Do you really think they care more about implants than 
they care about you?" 


"What do you think? You saw what Sophie and I found. 
Plugs will buy any crap their implants tell them to. We even 
found the sales figures to back that up. Don't you think they 
use the same methods to trick them into making their own 
kids into plugs?" 


I clenched my fists around the steering wheel. I realized I 
was going too fast and slowed down to a more respectable 
speed. "It won't come to that," I said. Even as I spoke, I 
knew that I could be wrong. Children who didn't want 
implants had no recourse. In fact, Tina's story wasn't an 
isolated one. As schools started to require implants, many 
children and teenagers had the decision made for them by 
their parents before they were old enough to understand 


the ramifications. Some, like Tina, opposed the decision. 
Not all were successful. 


My hand moved almost of its own accord and turned on the 
radio. "...bout the bi-election in Winnipeg, where George 
Colby has, according to the latest surveys, a comfortable 
lead over the incumbent Mary Grubb. Meanwhile, Sidney 
Clayborne is in distant third place." It was a male 
announcer whose voice I didn't recognize. 


Tina scoffed but didn't say anything. I saw her adjusting 
herself on her seat from the corner of my eye. 


"Thank you, Gary," a female voice on the radio feed said. "In 
other news, surprising development in Germany 
considering widespread smart implant adoption. German 
chancellor Frederick Bohm announced earlier that 
Germany's proposed plan to offer free smart implants to its 
entire population will now be halted in light of the recent 
report of implants manipulating neurotransmitter levels 
and potentially affecting the decision-making process. The 
chancellor announced that his government would begin its 
own investigation into the issue before moving on with the 
project. Germany joins Brazil, India, Denmark, and Norway 
in resisting widespread implantation." 


I stood motionless, almost forgetting I was driving, slowing 
down as I took in the news. I accelerated as someone 
behind honked at me. Jt worked. I couldn't quite find it in 
myself to say it out loud. 


The radio kept playing, mentioning how representatives 
from Nordica denied the allegations. 


I took the first exit and left the highway, ending up ata 
turbocharge station next to a Burger Hut and a trucker 
restaurant named after the exit. I parked my car and let go 


of a breath. The parking lot was nearly empty, save for two 
vehicles hooked to the turbocharge station. 


I felt Tina tense up next to me. She was considering 
opening the door and bolting away, I was certain. "We did 
good work." I said before she could decide to flee. 


"Not that it'll change much in the long run," Tina replied. 
She'd taken off her seatbelt, probably during my 
momentary panic. 


"It could. They'll investigate, and find out more. 
Governments have a lot of money, and we'll be there to help 
them." 


"We?" Tina said, raising an eyebrow. "You're on your own, 
dude. Unless you reconsidered?" 


I closed my eyes and took another deep breath. Did I really 
have the right to do this? I knew nothing about Tina's 
family. These people had hopes and dreams for their 
daughter. Then again, I fully believed her when she said she 
would run away again. Maybe she was right, and sending 
her back wasn't the right choice. Again, I knew nothing of 
her family. 


"You'll call your parents once a week over an encrypted 
service." The words left my mouth almost of their own 
accord. 


Tina blinked a few times but otherwise remained immobile. 


"I mean it. You won't be living in the streets anymore, but 
with me. This is also temporary. Once we know for sure 
whether or not implants can trick parents into implanting 
their children, then we'll decide for good." 


Tina nodded slowly. "I can do that. Call them, I mean." 


"We have to be careful about this," I continued. "If I get 
arrested for keeping you away from your family, everything 
we've done will be discredited. Common sense says I should 
call the police and forget about you." 


"Fuck common sense," Tina said with one of the first 
genuine smiles I'd seen on her face. "And thanks." 


I sighed as I put my hands back on the wheel, ready to take 
the car out of the parking lot. "Don't thank me just yet. Now 
that we got a response, Nordica will be motivated to come 
after us." 


As I returned to the highway and headed back toward 
Montreal, all I could think about was that Joey was going to 
kill me. 


Chapter 8 


Sophie's findings spread faster than I'd anticipated, 
although they did little to convince the Canadian 
government to reconsider mass implantation. Still, more 
and more data came in from people eager to pitch in. A 
group of American researchers managed to prove that 
Prototek implants did indeed share the same anti-features 
as the Nordica models, although some of the brands 
involved seemed to be different. A woman from Germany 
also claimed that she'd found a way to trigger the hunger 
response on command. I'd emailed her, asking her to share 
her code, but hadn't yet gotten a response. 


Both companies, as I expected, denied any wrongdoing. 
Many an article claimed that the research my team had 
started was based on incomplete data, and some even 
argued that the whole thing was a fabrication meant to 
sabotage the free implantation plan. Arguments were 
started on social media between people who believed our 
findings to be genuine and others showing blind trust in 
Prototek and Nordica. 


A protest had erupted in downtown Montreal, although I'd 
been busy handling the Tina situation and only heard of it 
too late. It had been organized by Susan, the woman I'd 
met in the metro who often emailed me about such things. 
It appeared she'd been true to her word, and she and I 
emailed back and forth about it. I promised her that I would 
attend one of her events in the future. 


Additional studies started all across the globe, funded by 
both governments and the private sector. Of course, 

multiple teams like mine also did their own research. The 
only constant was Nordica and Prototek both refusing to 


release any information about their devices, claiming that 
they were protecting their intellectual property and that 
their websites included all the information needed for 
customers to make informed decisions regarding their 
products. 


Sophie and Tina kept working on the implant, finding new 
variables that would change under mysterious 
circumstances. They even tried sending information 
through the payment chip, which was normally implanted 
under the skin on the back of the user's hands. Again, 
values would change, although figuring out their meaning 
required a lot of guess-work. In a way, we were still at the 
same point where we started. We'd proven that implants 
reacted to outside stimuli and affected the brain. Beyond 
that, concluding anything proved tricky at best. 


I often found myself invited for interviews, from mainstream 
news to activist podcasts railing against corporations. While 
Joey had been distant ever since my decision to keep Tina 
as part of the team, he still pulled through for me. In fact, 
he had gotten me today's interview at the last minute. I 
barely found time to take a quick shower before heading to 
a downtown studio for a live television interview with news 
anchor Troy Allison. 


Unlike the Tracy Tonight interview, this one was to take 
place in a smaller nondescript studio that seemed little 
more than a camera in front of a green screen with a few 
spotlights. I was told that the news anchor who was to 
interview me was located in Toronto, and that they would 
add a picture of the Montreal landscape behind me. 


I adjusted my jacket as a woman came and arranged my 
hair. I was tempted to wave her away, but was slowly 
getting used to this kind of treatment on television studios. 


"Get ready,’ the producer said from behind the camera. 
"You're going live in ten seconds." A monitor behind him 
showed Allison sitting behind his desk and introducing the 
subject of implants. He was a dark-skinned man, short of 
stature, with well-coiffed hair. 


I cleared my throat and nodded. Here we go again, | told 
myself as the producer finished counting with his fingers 
and pointed at me. 


"And we're live with Mr. Aaron Flynn, a tech consultant 
whose team recently found out that smart implants might 
not be as harmless as we believe them to be." Alison said. 
“Good morning, Aaron." He addressed me with his usual 
wide, almost contagious smile. His expressive face was one 
of the major reasons why Troy Alison was such a staple of 
morning television. 


“Good morning, Troy," I said with a polite smile of my own. 


"Let's get right down to it," Alison said." You claim that the 
latest Nordica smart implant, the Watermelon, could have 
harmful effects and could influence people's judgment and 
emotions. Why don't you tell us a bit about that?" 


"Well, it's quite simple really. We provided input to a 
Nordica implant—the Watermelon—in the form of various 
images and recorded the signals it sent to the nervous 
system as a result. We found that certain corporate logos as 
well as specific known personalities had a direct effect on 
neurotransmitter levels. It's hard to tell exactly what it is, 
but through trial and error, we can theorize that people are 
driven toward a positive or negative reaction when faced 
with certain stimuli. For example, the sight of Burger Hut's 
logo would make people hungry, which some implant users 
have reported to be true." 


"And the way in which you found this can be found on your 
website, correct?" 


"Yes," I said. "We disclosed our complete methodology on 
Libresource dot org. Anyone can look at our documentation 
and experiment at home, provided they have the necessary 
equipment. Both Nordica and Prototek, sadly, still refuse to 
sell implants directly, so obtaining one can be difficult." 


"Speaking of Nordica," Alison said."They claim that your 
findings are false and based on incomplete data. According 
to their official press release, implants must exchange a 
certain amount of information with the nervous system in 
order to properly function, which shouldn't be cause for 
alarm." 


I allowed the corners of my mouth to perk up. Unlike on 
Tracy Tonight, I had proper counterarguments prepared. 
"Well, it's really impossible to tell without Nordica releasing 
their source code and blueprints, which I challenge them to 
do. For now, their claim is just that, a claim. Meanwhile, 
more and more people are experimenting on their own. It's 
only a matter of days before proof-of-concept software that 
triggers hunger on command is released." 


If Allison was in any way bothered by what I said, his 
friendly demeanor didn't show it. "And this only affects 
Nordica implants?" 


I shook my head." While my team worked with a Nordica 
implant, others around the globe have recreated the 
experiment with Prototek devices, and the same 
functionality has been found. In fact, I challenge Prototek to 
also release their source code, as technology as potentially 
invasive as smart implants should be documented publicly. 
This isn't just me speaking. Various countries including 


Germany and Norway are currently investigating the issue, 
something I believe our government should be doing, as 
well." 


“But the Canadian government has studied the technology 
before moving forward with their plan to provide the entire 
population with free implants." 


It took self-control not to frown. "Their audit was done in 
secret, and no information was published outside of a web 
page where the government gave the project its seal of 
approval." I took out a notepad from my pocket and 
checked my notes. "Actually, independent MP Fatima Ajar 
voiced similar concerns when the project was first brought 
before the House of Commons. To this day, we have no idea 
what our government knows about smart implant 
technology. That they would publicly distribute proprietary 
technology while under agreement not to disclose what it 
actually does is egregious." 


"The public sector has used proprietary technology for as 
long as computers have been in existence," Alison said. 


“Which I, and others like me, have always opposed." I raised 
a finger. "However, this is larger. Implants are very personal 
devices. They see and hear everything we do. A person who 
wears them essentially has no privacy. I believe that when it 
comes to technology this intimate, manufacturers should be 
required by law to publicly document everything, and allow 
their users to modify and redistribute the source code of 
the software powering it. At the very least, implant removal 
should be made easily accessible." 


"Well, that's certainly an interesting point of view," Alison 
said with his usual wide smile. "Thank you very much for 


your time, Aaron. We're sure to keep an eye open for 
developments in the smart implant world." 


I forced a smile. "Thank you for having me." 
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I didn't stay in the studio once my interview was over. The 
producer quickly thanked me before moving on to another 
task, and I left. 


I got in my car and headed for the office, opting to leave the 
radio off. Between the interviews, the busy office, and 
having Tina living with me, I looked forward to those rare 
moments of peace and quiet. 


My bus pass had expired a week ago, and I was now taking 
my car everywhere. I wrote a complaint letter to public 
transit administration about their insistence on smart 
implant use, but all they did was reply with a standard form 
letter. To add insult to injury, they included a list of free 
implantation clinics. I posted my letter alongside their reply 
on the Libresource blog, with a condemnation of their 
blatant disregard for the right not to use implants. It 
sparked an online petition, but barely a hundred people 
signed it. 


My phone rang as I neared the highway. I considered 
ignoring it, but took a glance at the caller ID—Dolores. I 
parked my car on the side of the street, curious as to the 
reason of her call. I hadn't heard from her since our 
badminton game a few days after Tracy Tonight. 


"Dolores," I said as I answered the phone. I surprised 
myself with the smile forming on my lips. 


"Hello, Aaron," she said. I had forgotten how pleasant her 
British accent sounded, although her voice was strict and to 
the point. I thought about my recent interview; the timing 
of her call couldn't be a coincidence. My smile quickly 
vanished. 


"IT don't suppose this is a social call?" 


She laughed. "I'm afraid not, sorry." Her voice took a more 
serious tone. "You're starting to bring a lot of attention to 
yourself." 


"Good." 
"This is not a good thing." 


I shook my head, even though she couldn't see me. "This is 
my job. I understand that you believe implants are helping 
people, but if you took some time to look at the data I 
published, you'd find that Prototek's activities might not be 
quite as clean as you think." 


She sighed. "Honestly, Aaron, I sit on the Prototek board. 
Do you really think our implants could mind-control people 
without me knowing? I obviously can't tell what Nordica 
does, but we have our own teams looking over their tech, 
and they certainly don't agree with your assessment." 


"So that's why you called me? Because you want me to back 
off?" A chuckle escaped my lips. "You know that's not going 
to happen, right? We have a right to study your technology, 
whether you like it or not." 


"IT would have hoped you'd be reasonable," she said. 
“Whatever you may think, I do care about you, Aaron. I 
even respect what you do. People like you have an ability to 
innovate that companies like Prototek rely upon. Once you 


start making grand claims and attacking the corporate 
world, though, you have to expect that we'll bite back." 


I kept my voice firm. "Is that a threat?" 


"It's a warning. I've managed to protect you so far because 
you primarily went after Nordica. You just mentioned 
Prototek in your live interview. That changes things." 


"I don't know what I expected," I said with a heavy sigh. 
"You seemed like a decent person. I wanted to believe that 
you weren't just another corporate toady. I suppose I was 
wrong.’ 


“Damn it, Aaron. You're not a teenager fighting against the 
establishment. These are legitimate companies you're 
accusing, and trust me, once the lawyers get involved, you 
won't last five minutes." 


I took a deep breath, calming myself. "This is where you're 
wrong, Dolores. This isn't a game, and I'm not just 
rebelling. This is what I stand for. You want to do the right 
thing? Convince Prototek to open its source code and 
blueprints to independent audits. Allow researchers to 
learn from your code. Prove once and for all that you're not 
using implants to manipulate people into needless 
consumption." 


"That's ridiculous, and you know it," she replied. "Too much 
money and effort went into our code. We can't just release 
it to the public. No tech company would." 


"Then I'll do it for you," I continued. "You want to protect 
your secrets? So be it. We'll just keep reverse-engineering 
your implants." 


Silence fell on the other end. "I guess we're at an impasse," 
She said. 


"I suppose we are," I replied. I felt numb. Maybe I'd tried 
too hard to see something in Dolores that wasn't there. 


"For what it's worth, I don't regret what we did. I was 
actually hoping we'd meet up again." 


I glanced at the nearby traffic. "It might be best if we avoid 
that." 


She sighed. "I understand. I just wish you could separate 
me from my job. I'm not your enemy, Aaron." 


"Then prove it," I said with more severity than I intended. 
"You say that implants don't influence people? Prove it. 
During Tracy Tonight, you promised that you'd investigate 
any serious claims of wrongdoing. I just gave you that claim. 
Don't just take your devs' word for it. Go have a look. Dig a 
little." 


"Goodbye, Aaron." She hung up before I could reply. 
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I found the office surprisingly quiet as I arrived. Joey stared 
blankly at the wall as he gesticulated with his hands. He'd 
been using his implants more and more lately, sometimes 
not even touching his laptop for entire days. Sophie and 
Tina were experimenting with the Watermelon. One upside 
of Tina's secret being revealed was her continued presence 
in the office. She only stayed home on days when clients 
were scheduled to come in. 


"Hello everyone," I said as I threw my jacket on my chair. 


"Hey Aaron," Sophie said. " Nice interview." 


"You didn't make an ass out of yourself this time," Taylor 
said, as usual with his eyes glued to his monitor. 


"Really funny." I sat down. "Anything new for any of you?" 


"Maybe," Sophie said. "We managed to recreate that 
German woman's experiment and prove that implants can 
make you hungry." 


"Really? This is huge!" 


"I wrote a script for it with Tina," Taylor said with a grin. 
"Sophie's running it." 


I blinked a few times. "On your implants?" 
Sophie laughed uneasily. "It's kind of weird." 


"For the record," Tina said. "It wasn't my idea. If anything, 
it proves that SenseOS still makes you a plug." 


I shook my head." Well, at least we managed to prove our 
claim. Have you published your code yet?" I made a mental 
note to send these new findings to Dolores. If she needed a 
reason to dig in her company's actions, this was it. 


“Not to entire Internet, but I showed it to a few people." 
Taylor said. "My buddy Paul from Switzerland already has 
some idea on how to use it to block neurotransmitter 
manipulation. Anyway, as far as publishing it, Tina said we 
should wait for you." 


I raised an eyebrow. "Are there any reason why you think 
we should keep this to ourselves, Tina?" 


"Seriously?" Tina asked." You're essentially letting anyone 
mess with any random plug walking by. You're the one who 
said we shouldn't write malware." 


"It's not that simple," Sophie said as she motioned for me to 
look at her laptop. "The script is controlled by this 
computer, which is directly interfaced with my implants. 
Trust me, it couldn't have been installed without me 
knowing." 


"Yeah, for now," Tina argued. "I already have a good idea on 
how I could infect plugs with it." 


I took a deep breath. "We don't keep code to ourselves, 
Tina. This is an important proof of concept. It's going up. I'd 
rather we release it and let people work on protection." I 
scratched the back of my head. "Actually, what did your 
friend come up with, Taylor?" 


"Just a theory for now," he said. "All it would do is block the 
connections between the software and the hardcoded 
functions. We'd need to go through a lot of trial and error. 
You know how it's like." He stretched his arms. "Actually, if 
you don't mind, I'll focus on that project. It's not like we got 
any new clients, lately." 


"All right. Go ahead." I moved next to him and glanced at 
his code. I'd have to take a better look at it later. "This kind 
of project does have the potential to attract the good kind of 
attention. Is there anything else you need?" 


Taylor shrugged. "Just for Sophie and Tina to keep working 
on the implant, and it wouldn't hurt to get more information 
on the newer Prototek models. Oh, and what do you think of 
the name 'Reclaim'? Paul's idea." 


I smiled. "I like it. Let me know how it turns out." I turned to 
Joey, who was still lost in his implant browsing. "Joey, any 
thoughts how we introduce this?" 


He shrugged. "Just write a few words about it. By now, 
plenty of journalists follow our blog, looking for the next big 
story. No need to go too deep into it. Once Taylor has a 
working app, it'll gain traction on its own." He didn't even 
look at me as he spoke." Good job on the interview, by the 
way. There's a few comments on social media about it, 
although I don't think anyone will change their mind over 
it." 


I sighed. Joey had been distant ever since my decision to 
keep Tina on the team. I decided to leave him be for now. 
"There's something else I should tell you all," I said, 
prompting everyone to turn toward me. "Taylor, leave your 
project for now. This is important." 


Once I had everyone's attention, I took another deep 
breath. "After my TV appearance this morning, I received a 
call from Dolores Gill." 


Sophie took a few steps toward me. "Isn't she that Prototek 
exec who was on Tracy Tonight with you?" 


"Yeah," Taylor said. "She was staring at your crotch." 


“Not now, Taylor." I shook my head." Look, she and I talked 
after the show and stayed in contact. She called me after 
today's interview and asked me to back off. The bottom line 
is that Prototek is starting to notice what we do. She said 
we should expect a visit from their lawyers if we keep 
releasing information." 


"So you're gonna chicken out?" Tina challenged me with a 
stare. 


"IT haven't said that," I replied, meeting her gaze. "But you 
should all know what we're heading into." 


"I'm on board," Taylor said. 


"Same," Sophie added. "If anything, a lawsuit would make 
what we do even more visible. Not that I want us to get 
sued, but you know." 


"It won't come to that," Joey said. "It's an obvious scare 
tactic. That woman hopes you'll want to avoid the lawsuit 
and back off." 


"I hope you're right," I said. I didn't like how quiet my voice 
sounded. 


Taylor chuckled. "How did you even share phone numbers 
with a Prototek suit anyways?" 


I scratched the back of my neck. The last thing I needed 
was Taylor commenting on my sex life. "We talked after the 
debate. She seemed open to the idea of free software, so I 
figured we'd stay in contact. It was nothing more than a 
shot in the dark." 


Tina scoffed. "A Prototek suit who gives a shit about free 
software, right." 


"All right, all right," I said, putting my hands up. "I just 
wanted you all to know the score." I turned to Tina. "And 
you still have to call your parents. You did promise you'd 
talk to them once a week." 


Tina rolled her eyes. "I'll do it later." 


Sophie tipped her head toward Tina's laptop. "I can manage 
for a while without you. Go ahead." She shared a wink with 


me. 


"Fine," Tina said with an exaggerated sigh, prompting a 
frown from Joey. 


She took her laptop to an isolated corner of the office and 
plugged in a spare headset. I let her get to it. From the 
snippets I'd overheard over the last few weeks, she mostly 
went on about how she was safe and enjoyed a better life 
than when she lived with them. She also left colorful 
comments to police officers she believed would be listening 
in. I tried as best as I could not to say anything in order to 
respect her privacy. 


My attention turned to Joey, who was back to fiddling with 
an interface only he could see. "You know," I said. "It does 

look a bit funny to see you wave your fingers in the air like 
that." 


“You should be used to it by now," he replied, still focused 
on his work. 


“How about we go outside for a walk?" 
He shrugged. "Sure, I guess." 


I waited for him to finish whatever he was doing. Once he 
nodded at me, I led the way toward the exit. I eyed my 
jacket, but decided to forgo wearing it—it was a warm day 
and I'd only brought it for my television appearance. 


We left the office building and headed toward Wellington 
street, where an ice cream shop that we regularly visited 
over the years was located. It was one of the few places that 
never gave me attitude when I insisted on paying cash— 
more and more stores no longer carried change. 


We set a slow, leisurely pace. Work aside, it was a beautiful 
summer day. Between Tina being afraid of the outside and 
my endless crusade against invasive proprietary technology, 
I rarely ever got the chance to enjoy the simpler things in 
life. I'd even skipped badminton for the past two weeks. 


I smiled at my friend. "So, how have you been?" 
Joey shrugged. "Overworked, like you." 


"It feels like that's all we do lately. I mean, we barely found 
time to talk since you told me about your clinic." 


“You mean since you decided to hide Tina from her family," 
he retorted. "Don't bullshit me, Aaron. We both know what 
this is about." 


I sighed. "All right, fair enough. I know how you feel about 
her, but given that implants can trick people into eating at 
Burger Hut, I wouldn't be surprised if they can also trick 
parents into implanting their children." 


Joey stared in the distance. "Would it really be so bad?" 
"What?" 


"Tina getting implants. I have them, and it hasn't affected 
our friendship. If she wants to go SenseOS, she can. Even if 
she stays with Kiva, technology doesn't dictate who we are." 


My eyes wandered toward a mother and her young 
daughter. The child had the eerily familiar blue glimmer in 
her eyes we'd come to associate with implants and giggled 
to herself as she stared blankly in the distance. Implanted 
at such a young age, she would never know the world 
without technological influence. "It should still be her 
choice." 


"Let's face it," Joey continued. "All we're doing is delaying 
the inevitable. I mean, yeah, it's important to keep 
companies accountable, but implants will be everywhere. 
We can't just ignore progress." 


I frowned. "The right not to consume is an essential part of 
free societies. People are allowed to go vegan and not eat 
meat. They're allowed not to drink, or not to drive." 


“But they sacrifice part of their quality of life with those 
choices." Joey's voice cracked. "It's not always an easy life, 
either." 


I closed my eyes for a moment before looking at my friend. 
There was more to this. "We're not talking about Tina 
anymore, are we?" 


Joey sighed and averted his eyes. " Halifax is pretty far away. 
I don't think I could leave my family and friends behind just 
for a principle." 


"We could still find you a clinic in Montreal." 


Joey stopped in his tracks. "I've been looking for a month 
now. I'm not sure I can do this, Aaron. I don't think I can set 
my entire life aside for you." 


“Come on, Joey! I know you believe in free software. We 
practically started Libresource together." 


He sighed again. "Yeah, I do believe in free software, but 
not like you or Taylor. Libresource used to be about helping 
businesses. Now, it seems that all we do is get involved in 
activism. How many clients have we met this month?" 


I slowly nodded. As much as I claimed that I was a 
consultant first, our recent business deals had been limited 


to a day of Opentouch training I led for a printing shop and 
Sophie taking an afternoon to fix a bug for Westside 
Brewery. 


"We lost four clients over this activism of yours," Joey 
continued. "We're running strictly on donation money, and 
honestly, it's only a matter of time before the novelty of 
what we're doing wears out. All of it for what? I thought you 
were done with fighting the system." 


“Look at what we've accomplished. We're making real 
change. Five countries are already resisting the technology 
and studying our findings. There's even a growing 
movement in the United States." 


"I guess what I'm saying," Joey said, "is that I wish you well, 
and I'll always be around to help, but you can't make me 
choose between Libresource and my treatment." He stared 
in the distance. I thought I saw a tear fall down his cheek. 


I looked at a group of people across the street. None of 
them seemed aware of their surroundings, completely lost 
in whatever their implants were making them see. Yet, they 
seemed happy. A woman laughed by herself as she licked an 
ice cream cone. Two teenage boys grinned at one another 
as they aggressively poked the air with their fingers, 
probably playing some game or other. 


I looked back at Joey. "You've made your choice?" 


"I'm sorry, Aaron. You're my best friend, and I want to 
support you, but you've known me since before my 
operation. You remember how unhappy I was." 


"I'll keep fighting." I found it hard to keep my voice straight. 
"I'll find some way of letting you get back on SenseOS." I 
had gotten so used to Joey, it was sometimes hard to 


remember that his hormone treatments were a necessary 
part of who he was. I could barely remember Joan, the 
woman he used to be. 


He looked down at his feet. "Thank you. As far as 
Libresource goes, I'll save you the embarrassment of having 
to let me go. I already have a job lined up as a social media 
expert for the Lafleur Theater. I have a cousin who works 
there as a sound tech." 


"I wish you'd reconsider," I pleaded, even though I knew his 
mind was already made up. 


He placed a hand on my shoulder. "One last tip. Get 
someone to replace me. You, Taylor, Sophie, and especially 
Tina, you all live in your own world and understand each 
other's technobabble. You need someone who knows how 
these people think." He motioned toward the crowd. 


“How much time before you're gone?" 


"I'm getting Kiva reinstalled next Thursday," he said. "I'll 
stick around until then." He looked away. "I hope we can 
still be friends after." 


"So do I. Whatever you do, you're more than your 
implants." I opened my arms. 


He smiled and accepted my hug. 


Chapter 9 


"IT want to thank Joey for all the years he's kept this place 
sane." I raised my beer with one hand and extended the 
other toward the office space surrounding us. "I don't think 
we'd have gotten this far without you." 


Joey stepped toward me, and we shared a silent embrace. 
Taylor and Sophie both raised their drinks while Tina sat at 
Sophie's work table, arms crossed. Today had been Joey's 
last day working for Libresource, and I'd figured now was 
as good as time as any to crack open the case of farmhouse 
ale Westside Brewery had given us as a thank you for our 
work. 


"I've given you a lot of shit over the years, man," Taylor said. 
“But good luck. I know it wasn't an easy decision for you." 


I smiled at Taylor's uncharacteristic display of 
understanding." You're still welcome here anytime you 
want," I told Joey. 


"Thanks," Joey said. "Like Taylor said, it wasn't an easy 
decision." 


Tina scoffed, earning herself a stern glare from me anda 
light slap behind the head from Sophie. 


“And you don't have to worry, Tina," Joey said. "I won't be 
installing the Watchdog app, and I won't tell anyone about 
you, even though I still think you should give your family 
another chance." 


"Right." Tina rolled her eyes. "Whatever, plug boy." 


I took a deep breath. I had promised myself that I would 
respect Joey's decision, and now wished I had insisted Tina 
promise it as well. "Either way," I said, "it's not like we won't 
see each other again. I hope you'll still come to movie 
night." 


Joey took a generous swig of his beer. "Thanks, Aaron," he 
said. "But Tina's right. It's not as if I just changed OS at 
home. I've heard you guys rant about it enough to know 
that this is the last time you'll ever really trust me." 


“Come on." Sophie threw her hands in the air. "You know 
that's not true." 


Joey shook his head. "Like it or not," he said too lightly for 
my taste, "I'm a plug now." 


I took a chug off my beer. "You can always reconsider and 
go to Halifax. You'll be able to keep working from a 
distance." 


Joey smiled at me, the kind of smile one used to hide more 
complex emotions. "I made my choice, Aaron." 


"You know what," Taylor said. "Fuck what software you run. 
Just don't try to sell me any of the crap your implants trick 
you into buying, and we're good." He grinned as he patted 
Joey on the back. "Good luck with your new job, and get 
them to hire Aaron to overhaul their software. We could use 
the money." 


We all shared in a laugh. "Taylor makes a good point," I 
said, raising an eyebrow. "If that theater or yours spends 
less money on proprietary software, they'll be able to bring 
in more shows." 


"I'll see what I can do," Joey said. "I did tell them I could 
save them money that way during the interview." 


I took a deep breath and extended my hand. "Seriously, 
thank you for everything you've done. I would have wanted 
things to turn out differently, but I wish you good luck." 


He shook my hand. "Thanks." 


Taylor and Sophie stepped forward to do the same, but Tina 
remained in the back. I gave her a hard glare, to which she 
responded with a shrug. I decided that I could deal with her 
later and returned my attention to Joey as I took another 
swig of beer. 
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I drove in silence. The light hum of the electrical engines 
accompanied Tina's heavy breathing as she kept her head 
low with her hood up—her fear of facial recognition 
extended to onlookers who might see her sitting in a car. 
The radio was playing at low volume. Two women talked 
about George Colby's victory in the Winnipeg bi-election 
and what it meant for the political landscape. 


I sighed as I kept my eyes on the road. Light rain fell, 
although not hard enough to affect visibility. I stopped as I 
arrived at a red light and glanced at Tina. She met my gaze 
for a moment before lowering her head again. 


I'm the adult in her life now. I tightly gripped the steering 
wheel. 


"That wasn't okay, what you did back there." 


"Whatever." She spoke in a quiet, disinterested voice. 


"Joey's my friend," I continued. "He's been with Libresource 
longer than you have, and frankly has done more for the 
company than you ever did. If I'd known you'd be this 
disrespectful, I wouldn't have brought you along." 


"Then just leave me home next time." I glanced at her and 
found her flipping her button—the one with the alternative 
Libresource logo she'd designed. 


I sighed. "Look, Tina. You're the one who wanted to be part 
of this team. There's more to it than hacking implants." 


"T know that." 


The light turned green. "I'm not sure that you do. You have 
to get rid of the 'us versus them' mentality. Truth is, you 
won't be able to convince anyone to listen to our message if 
you aren't willing to compromise." 


"That's bullshit," she snapped. "You hate compromises. You 
won't even endorse SenseOS. This is why I came to you, you 
know. Yeah, you went all corporate for a while, but when 
shit hit the fan, you didn't hesitate and got right back to 
calling out the bullshit. You're the only one who doesn't put 
up with plugs." 


I groaned, taking a second to focus on the road. "It would 
help if you stopped thinking of them as 'plugs'. They're 
people, Tina. Misguided, misinformed, maybe, but still 
people. Joey's more than the technology he uses." 


"That's what I don't get," Tina continued as I stopped at 
another red light. She was clenching her button. "We know 
that implants screw with people's heads. We've proven it. 
But then you guys act like what Joey's doing is normal. It 
fucking isn't. The guy knows what being a plug does to you, 


and he still gives up." She looked away." He's a fucking 
traitor." 


"He's also my friend, and he's always supported me." I took 
a deep breath. "I understand that technology matters to 
you. Honestly, I feel the same, but Joey doesn't. The same 
goes for your parents. They see implants as just another 
tool, like any other computer." 


“But you said that my parents can't be trusted because of 
their implants," Tina said. I heard hints of satisfaction in her 
voice. "Joey's the same now." 


"Implants can't take away who he is." The light turned 
green, and I got the car moving again. "And I didn't say that 
your parents can't be trusted. I said that I'm giving you the 
benefit of the doubt because I'd rather you stay safe with 
me than live on the streets. There's a difference." It came 
out harsher than I'd expected, but she needed to hear it. 


Awkward silence followed. 


"I pissed you off, didn't I?" Her voice was weak, her defiant 
tone gone. 


"I'm just disappointed." 


I drove in silence until I arrived at my apartment. We both 
sat motionless after I parked, neither of us in any hurry to 
open the doors. 


"I'm sorry," Tina said, her voice quiet and almost apologetic. 
"I know Joey left because of me." 


"It's not your fault," I sighed as I glanced at the empty 
street. "Joey has different priorities. This will get ugly, and 
our chances of actually improving anything are slim. I can't 


blame him for not wanting to go down with the rest of us. 
These companies we're fighting, they have billions of 
dollars, and they have friends in governments. All we have 
are a few hackers." 


"You don't have to tell me," Tina said with a subdued laugh. 
"I've been hiding from the fuckers for months." 


I turned to look at her. She was still fiddling with her 
button. "You really like that thing, don't you?" 


She shrugged. "It's just a pin." 


"You know. You told me you made it, but I've never seen you 
draw." 


"I stopped," she said. "It's pointless." 


"You should pick it up again." I offered the most 
encouraging smile I could muster. "We all need hobbies." I 
opened the door and left the car. "Come on, let's head back 
in." 
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Tina and I talked for about an hour before we went to bed. 
Sleep didn't come easy. I kept wondering about Joey's 
decision. Had I done enough to convince him to stay? Was 
keeping Tina on the team a mistake? Regardless of what I'd 
told her, she was right that, had I sent her back home, Joey 
probably would have gone to Halifax. 


I lay awake in my bed. My bedroom door was cracked open, 
and the hue coming from the living room hinted at Tina 
using the old laptop I'd given her. As usual, she stayed up 
late. I initially tried to talk her into going to bed earlier so 
she'd have a better disposition at the office, but she 


shrugged off my attempts. I eventually gave up, 
remembering that she still offered to help of her own time 
without compensation. 


Just what am I doing, | thought with a sigh. My best friend 
had just left me, and I had a runaway child working for me. 
All of it for what? A losing battle against mega- 
corporations? At best, I'd manage to get a few people to 
second-guess their implants, and then Nordica and 
Prototek would invest millions in PR campaigns. It was easy 
to think of people as a general mass of blind sheep, but 
most of them truly enjoyed their implants. Giving up the 
kind of convenience these devices provided wasn't easy, no 
matter how hard I argued. If I couldn't convince my own 
sister to take me seriously, what hope did I have of talking 
the rest of the world into giving up implants? 


I rolled around, pushing the blanket away. The night was 
warm and even with the window open, the air suffocated 
me. There was no turning back. I couldn't pretend to runa 
normal, legitimate business anymore. I was all in, fighting 
mass implantation until corporate lawyers would put an end 
to my crusade. Tina would be back with her family, probably 
forced to get implants, and I would end up destitute, 
possibly jailed. With luck, Taylor and Sophie would be able 
to walk away and go on with their careers. 


I sat up and shook my head. Such thoughts were pointless. 
Just because my family was closed-minded didn't mean 
everyone was. I drank from the glass of water I always kept 
near my bed and put on my bathrobe before walking out of 
my room. 


As I expected, Tina was browsing the Internet on her laptop 
while sitting on the couch. I nodded at her as I walked to 
the fridge. 


"Can't sleep?" she said. 
I sighed. "I'm just thinking about Joey." 


"He made his choice, dude. It sucks, but don't stress out 
about it." 


I found an apple in the fridge, checked that it was still fresh, 
and made my way back to the living room where I sat next 
to Tina. "Do you ever wonder what you'll do in the future?" 


She shrugged. " Not really." 


“You do know you'll have to return to your family eventually. 
Our arrangement here is only temporary." 


She turned her eyes away from her monitor. "I just have to 
stay out of sight until I turn eighteen. Then they can't do 
shit about me." 


"That's a grim way of looking at things," I said with a frown. 
"What we're doing can't last forever. Joey left because he 
wants to have a future, and I don't blame him. Leaking 
information about implants may be exciting, but it doesn't 
pay much. Right now, Libresource is considered toxic by 
most potential clients." 


Tina bit her lip." But you're still getting donations, aren't 
you?" 


"For now,' I said. "But it won't last. Unless we can make a 
big impression in the coming months, I may have to close 
shop." 


"So just continue to do what you do from home. You think I 
had all of your fancy stuff when I first cracked open an 
implant? I had a knife and a laptop hooked to a car battery." 


I shook my head." What I'm trying to say is that there's 
more to life than fighting against the system. Trust me, I 
know what it's like to be stuck between your family and 
your principles. At some point you have to compromise." 


"Like Joey did?" 


I stared out the window. "Sometimes, you can't win 
everything, and you have to make a choice." I stood up, my 
still uneaten apple on the living room table. "Good night, 
Tina." 
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As with every other morning, I made myself a cup of coffee 
before waking Tina up. She groaned as she turned around, 
burying her head under the blanket. I shook my head as I 
sat at my desk. At the very least I could get a head start and 
check my emails. 


An automatic notice that a document had been sent 
through Libresource's Tor box caught my attention. Taylor 
had set it up as a way to anonymously send us 
documentation from anywhere in the world, although it was 
seldom used. Tor, also known as the onion router, was an 
anonymous network used to browse the Internet through 
the use of various server nodes where the signal was 
bounced, encrypted at every step. Data sent through Tor 
couldn't be traced back to the sender, at least in theory. I 
logged on and went to take a look. 


I found a tarball filled with documents. I opened one at 
random—it seemed to be some sort of receipt for services 
rendered, paid to Prototek. Apparently, a sum of nearly 
three million dollars had been paid by Mascarelle, a large 
cosmetic company, for something called 'enhanced 


advertisement’. My heart almost stopped as I stared at the 
screen. Could this be the proof I was looking for? 


I opened another document, another receipt, this one for a 
shoe company. Another one had apparently been sent toa 
coffee shop chain, and I even found one for Burger Hut. 
Still, there was no explanation as to what enhanced 
advertisement was. 


"What are you looking at?" Tina asked from behind me ina 
groggy voice. I must have been too captivated by the 
documents, as I never heard her get up. 


"This could be a goldmine," I muttered. "These are receipts 
made by Prototek for various companies. It could have 
something to do with how implants react to certain brands." 


"So, we got them?" Tina asked. I thought I heard giddy 
excitement in her voice. 


"Maybe, I hope. I need to dig through this." I returned to 
the main directory. "I just need to find something that 
explains what enhanced advertisement is." 


“Sounds creepy." 


I nodded absentmindedly as I scrolled through the files. 
Sadly, no definition was offered anywhere, but I did stumble 
upon a spreadsheet detailing 'enhanced advertisement 
early results’. I opened it and found a long list of numbers, 
dates, percentages, and other stats I barely understood. 
The gist of it seemed pretty simple; the spreadsheet kept 
track of the efficiency of that so-called 'enhanced 
advertisement’. 


An entry caught my eye, at the very end of the section 
dedicated to Tenra, a Japanese car manufacturer. The 


spreadsheet mentioned endorphin levels at various 
intervals after purchase. It even translated it toa 
satisfaction score. Going even further, it detailed 
neurotransmitter adjustments over time, apparently 
ensuring consumer Satisfaction, at least according to the 
notes. 


"We got them," I said with a grin. 


Tina leaned on my desk, looking at the spreadsheet with a 
puzzled expression. 


“Look here." I pointed at the section. "There's clear 
neurotransmitter monitoring and manipulation. They even 
left a note for this model, saying that an adjustment may be 
needed. This is huge." 


"Just sucks that plugs won't give a shit," Tina said. 


I shook my head." Don't be so pessimistic. This is the 
biggest break we got so far. It could change everything. At 
the very least it'll force governments to take us seriously." 


"I hope so." Tina grabbed her backpack. "I wonder who sent 
us this." 


"The Tor box is anonymous." I scratched my chin. "I'd 
imagine someone at Prototek grew a conscience, or they 
stumbled on this cache by mistake and realized they had to 
blow the whistle. Maybe a low-level tech." 


"I'm surprised their implants even let them do that. Send 
you the files, I mean." 


“Implants can't have full control over someone." I 
minimized the document and turned toward Tina. 
"Technology doesn't have judgment. Implants can have 


simple inputs that trigger a specific reaction, but that's it. 
Loyalty still has to be earned." 


"I hope so," Tina said." But I'm telling you, my parents 
changed ever since they became plugs. They just didn't 
care as much." She sighed as she sat back down on the 
couch."A few times, I came back home after school and 
they didn't even notice me." 


I nodded. "Implant captivation. It happens all the time. 
People get lost in visual stimuli and forget about the real 
world. You've probably seen it in the metro." 


"I don't look at people in the metro. I keep my head down." 


“Right, sorry. Either way, your parents were probably 
reading the news, playing games, or using one of their 
apps. From what I've been told, it can be quite 
overwhelming." 


"Sophie seems fine," Tina said. She played with her 
Libresource pin. "Even Joey, when he wasn't browsing 
whatever." 


"That's just how Sophie is. Most implants also have an 
option to limit the number of elements the user sees at 
once. People just rarely use it." 


“There's more to it than that," Tina looked down as she 
spoke and her voice was weak. "We know implants react to 
you and other people who speak out against Prototek and 
Nordica. I think they do that for anyone who doesn't have 
implants." 


I massaged the back of my neck. "That's a bit of a stretch." 


"Think about it." She stared at me. "We know plugs can 
sense one another. Some of them broadcast their name, 
their age, and if they're looking to fuck. Wouldn't be hard 
for Prototek to make it so plugs just don't want to talk to 
people like us." 


"It's possible," I said, "but we'd need proof." I started to 
copy the documents onto a flash drive. With everything that 
was going on, I figured I should keep a copy on my person. 
"Maybe it's in these documents somewhere. We'll have to 
sort through them with the rest of the team. Maybe Joey 
can..." I stopped as realization flashed in my head. "Oh no, 


Joey." 


"Wasn't he getting Kiva reinstalled this morning?" Tina said, 
the same worry reflected on her face. 


"T have to call him." I grabbed my phone, then tapped my 
fingers on my desk as the number dialed. ""Come on, 
answer." 


The phone didn't even ring. "You've reached Joey Lambert. 
Leave a message after the tone, and I'll get back to you 
ASAP" 


“Damn it!" I threw my phone back on the desk. "He shut off 
his phone. He's probably already at the clinic." 


"Didn't he say he'd made up his mind already?" 


I sighed. "Yes, but he didn't have this new info." I stood up 
as I shook my head. "Come on, let's go to the office. We 
have to show this to the others, and there are plenty more 
documents to dig through." 
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"Holy shit." Taylor stared at the documents with his mouth 
agape. "How the hell did you find this stuff?" 


"I have no idea," I said from behind Taylor's desk, Tina and 
Sophie standing next to me. "Someone left it in our Tor box. 
I imagine we'll never know." 


Sophie gently pushed Taylor away and scrolled down the 
list. "There's tons of stuff in there. It could take us forever 
to go through it all." 


"The question is," I said, "how do we release it?" 


Taylor turned toward me. "What do you mean? We just 
dump it all on our website and watch Prototek shit their 
pants." 


"Aaron's right," Sophie said. "We have to do it slowly, and 
make sure people understand the meaning behind each 
document. Actually, Joey would be a big help on this. Any 
news from him?" 


I shook my head. "I called him, but he didn't answer." 


"He's a full plug now," Tina said. "I don't think we can trust 
him." 


I glared at Tina. "He's still Joey." 


Taylor got up from his seat, letting Sophie browse the files. 
"Aaron's right," he said. "I mean, he's still the same guy, and 
once he sees this, I wouldn't be surprised if he switches 
right back to SenseOS." 


"I don't think he will," I said with a sigh. "But we do need 
his help. He's always the one who knows what to do in 
situations like this." 


Tina scoffed. "Whatever, as long as we release it soon." 
"The kid's right," Taylor said. 


"Especially if this is true," Sophie added, prompting all of us 
to turn toward her. She tapped the monitor. "This file is 


called 'bi-election results’. 


I stared at the screen, and sure enough, she'd highlighted a 
file with that name. 


"This is fucked," Taylor said. 


Sophie opened the file, and my heart raced as the 
document loaded. We were met with a title page beginning 
with a severe warning that the document was for internal 
use only. It was penned by one Sagar Neel, a name I was 
unfamiliar with. I made a mental note to look him up later. 


As Sophie scrolled down, the purpose of the document 
became clearer. An introduction warned that, while 
promising, the data contained within the document was 
nothing but early results. The tone used was cold and 
analytical—very dispassionate for a report about a rigged 
election. It detailed a predicted landslide victory by seventy- 
six percent of the votes for George Colby in the Winnipeg 
bi-election, while in reality he won by sixty-two percent over 
the incumbent Mary Grubb. 


The document went on to detail neurotransmitter 
manipulation techniques, how pictures and audio clips of 
every candidate save for Colby triggered a negative 
reaction, while Colby himself would bring on a more 
positive, heartfelt response. The document all but proved 
our findings about implants. 


"Wow," Taylor said after a moment of silence. "This is really 
fucked." 


"But it means we got them," Tina said with a grin. 


I stroked my beard. "This could destroy them, but they 
won't go down without a fight." 


“And I doubt we can afford a good lawyer," Sophie said. 


“Come on!" Tina argued. "Are you guys fucking pussies? 
This is what we've been looking for." 


"The kid's right again," Taylor said. "This is a fucking gold 
mine. Besides, what can they do? They're the ones breaking 
the law here, and we caught them with their pants down." 


I took a deep breath and stared at the monitor. "Anyone 
who wants to walk out, I won't hold it against you, but 
whoever sent us these documents did it for a reason. They 
trust us to inform the world, and we have a responsibility to 
do so. We'll release the documents a few at a time, starting 
with this one." 


Chapter 10 


Sagar Neel, from what my research could tell me, was a 
software engineer employed by Prototek. Little information 
was available about the man. He studied in Bangalore, 
although his early life was a complete mystery. The most 
recent picture I could find had been taken at a Silicon 
Valley conference three years ago, where he gave a talk on 
smart implant development. He was a brown-skinned man, 
bald with a clean shave. He seemed shorter than average 
and wore a white shirt with a pen protector. 


I couldn't find a video of his talk, titled "The Path to Full 
Integration," but I did read notes taken by attendees. 
Apparently, the talk focused on interfacing smart implant 
software with the human nervous system, getting faster 
reaction times and having access to a larger percentage of 
the brain. The man seemed like another Silicon Valley 
maniac, jumping blindly into new technology without 
considering its potential impact. And yet, based on the 
document he wrote, he knows exactly what the impact is. 


I looked away from the monitor and massaged my temples. 
Two hours of research had taken its toll. I felt a hand on my 
shoulder. 


"You look like you need a break," Sophie said with a 
chuckle. 


I turned to her and sighed." You're right. Either way, I think 
I found everything I could on Sagar Neel." 


"Private man?" 


"Very," I said. "It's ironic how people who develop software 
that takes away people's privacy take so many steps to 
protect their own." 


Sophie shrugged. "I suppose they know best how important 
it is." 


"So, we got nothing on this Sagar guy?" Tina asked from 
the worktable next to Sophie's desk. 


I stood up and stretched my arms. "I wouldn't say that. We 
know he works for Prototek in implant development. He 
probably has the skill to engineer all the functions detailed 
in the documents we have. Also, being able to associate a 
face to the documents we leak gives us credence." 


"For all the good it'll do," Taylor said, as usual sitting at his 
computer and staring at his code. "So far, there's nothing 
on the news about it. A few people are bitching on 
Friendhub, but that's about it." 


I sighed again. "We need Joey for this." 


Taylor turned away from his monitor and looked at me. 
“Pepper said she could help. She's not Joey, but she did her 
fair share of online activism back in her days." 


"All right. We need all the help we can get," I said. "By the 
way, any word from Prototek? Have they reacted at all?" 


Sophie shook her head. "I've been following them all day. 
Nothing so far." 


"They're probably still arguing about it," Taylor suggested 
as he scratched the back of his head. 


Tina scoffed. "Like they'll admit to anything." 


I stroked my beard. "They just might. If I know the 
corporate world, they're using some risk management 
prediction to decide how best to handle this. Then there's 
how the government will react. At the very least, I have to 
believe there will be some sort of investigation." 


"Actually," Sophie said. "I think I found something." She 
returned to her computer and scrolled through her history, 
finding an article on a French news site. "Here, one MP 
from Vancouver said she'd make sure this issue gets a full 
investigation." 


“Let me guess," I said." Fatima Ajar?" 
Sophie nodded. "That's the one." 


"She's just an independent," Taylor said. "It's not like she 
can do anything." 


"And most of the government are plugs," Tina added. 
"They're probably brainwashed into ignoring us or 
something." 


I put my hands up. "All right, enough pessimism. We know 
these things take time, so let's be patient, and be ready to 
answer questions once they come." I smiled. "Cheer up, 
people. This is the biggest break we got so far." 


A knock on the door interrupted my speech. I shared a 
worried look with Taylor while Tina made for the storage 
room in the back where we kept old gear. 


"Let's see who it is." I walked to the door. "We could use a 
new client." I sighed and waited for Tina to close the closet 
before opening the door. 


I gasped at Joey's smiling face. "Hey Aaron," he said. "I 
leave for a day and you already pulled a controversy?" 


"It's great to see you. Come in." I smiled and opened my 
arms. "We could actually use your help on something." 


Instead, he extended his hand, and I shook it before leading 
him in. Taylor and Sophie both stood from their seat to 
shake Joey's hand and welcome him in. For all the talk ofa 
big change in his life, he didn't look any different. The 
blueish glimmer in his eyes was the same as it had always 
been when he used SenseOS. 


"Is Tina hiding in the closet?" Joey asked with a chuckle. 
I sighed. "You can come out, Tina. It's Joey." 
"I promise, I have no spying apps installed," Joey added. 


The door to the storage room opened, and Tina hesitantly 
stepped out, although she kept her distance. She nodded at 


Joey. 


"I take it you saw our latest release." I invited Joey to sit 
with me on the couch we kept near the entrance. 


“How did you even find something like that?" Joey asked as 
he sat next to me. "Are you sure it's legitimate?" 


"The man who wrote the document really does work for 
Prototek," I said. "And the metadata checks out. If it's a 
fake, someone went through an insane amount of work for 
very little gain." 


Joey brushed his hair with his hand." Using implants to rig 
an election. It's hard to believe it's even possible." 


"We know they can affect people," I said. "It stands to 
reason a few greedy individuals would take it as far as they 
can." 


Sophie stepped forward. "You know, you can still reinstall 
SenseOS if you want." 


Joey shook his head. "Maybe some other day, if I find 
another option for my hormone treatments." 


“How does it even feel like?" Taylor asked. "The implants, I 
mean? You feel any urges to buy a new car or something?" 


Joey chuckled." Not that I've noticed. Kiva's faster and more 
responsive than SenseOS, and there are ads, although 
they're not intrusive. Other than that, it's really all the 
same." 


"It probably takes time to kick in," Tina said with her arms 
crossed, leaning against the storage room door. "Give it a 
month, and they'll brainwash you into a happy little plug." 


"I have to believe I'm stronger than that." Joey laughed 
weakly as he massaged the back of his neck. "If I get weird 
urges, you'll be the first to know." 


I forced myself not to frown. Tina's rude behavior aside, this 
was a difficult situation for my friend. If only he'd known 
just one day earlier. "If worse comes to worst, Halifax is still 
there as an option." 


"Yeah." Joey looked downward. 


I smiled tentatively. If there ever was a time to change the 
subject, it was now. "Anyway, I'm sure you have some advice 
about our latest leak." 


"I think so," Joey's usual energy was back in his voice. 
"Although how Prototek will react is beyond me. And, of 
course, this is assuming what you have is legit." 


"Let's assume that it is for now," I said. 


Joey nodded. "All right. Your best chance, then, is both the 
public and governments reacting to what you released. It'll 
be harder to come after you if you have public support. Still, 
make sure you're a model citizen. Anything that can be 
used to damage your character, Prototek will use it." He 
eyed Tina severely. "That goes for all of you." 


"You got a problem with me, plug boy?" 


"Not now, Tina," I said with a hardened glare. I returned my 
attention to Joey. "She's been helpful, Joey." 


"I know she has," he replied. "But the second Prototek or 
anyone else who benefits from what they do even hears a 
hint that you're hiding her from her family, they'll come 
after you hard. They'll elevate her parents to martyrs and 
condemn you as a maniac who kidnaps children. It's not the 
documents they'll be after, but your credibility." 


Taylor shook his head." You know they won't have to dig 
deep, Joey. We've all done fucked-up things." 


“Everyone has," Joey said. "Which is why it's such a 
powerful method of discrediting someone. Find what 
someone has to hide, exaggerate it, and you just created a 
public enemy." 


I massaged my temples. "All right, let's just be careful about 
what we say to the media. Keep it professional. Still, we 
have to make noise. Tina, I know you know how to stay out 
of sight, so keep doing it." I took a deep breath. "But 


understand that if it comes down to saving the project, I will 
return you to your parents rather than risk everything 
falling apart." 


She sighed as she crossed her arms and looked away. 


I returned my attention to Joey. "Any other words of 
wisdom?" 


"Don't back down," he said. "They'll try scare tactics against 
you. They might accuse you of slander, but remember that 
they want to avoid the government looking into their files. If 
what you have is legitimate, then you have the benefit of the 
truth." 


"For what it's worth," Taylor said." We all know how much 
people give a shit about the truth." 


"I wish I could help you more," Joey said, ignoring Taylor's 
comment. 


"Any advice is welcome." As much as I wanted to re-hire 
Joey on the spot, I knew that credibility was everything. I 
couldn't keep someone on my team who'd abandoned 
SenseOS, and we both knew it. 


"Just keep doing what you do." Joey stood up and looked at 
everyone in the room. "That goes for all of you. Even you, 
Tina. Make sure you remember that the people you're 
talking to aren't always that technical. You might have to 
walk them through concepts, and they won't be as 
passionate as you are about the ethics of technology." 


Tina glanced at me for a moment before turning her 
attention to Joey. "Hopefully even plugs can realize how 
fucked up rigging an election is." 


"Let's hope so." I extended my hand toward Joey. "Thank 
you again, and you're welcome anytime." 


Joey shook my hand. "Thanks. I'll stay in touch." 


Sophie rose her hand from behind her computer as Joey 
was getting ready to leave. "Before you go, Joey." She 
turned toward me. "Good news. We just got an email from 
the Daily Times. They want to interview you, Aaron." 
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I collapsed on the nearest sofa the moment Tina and I got 
back home. Between reviewing documents and the Daily 
Times phone interview, I'd stayed three extra hours at the 
office, and I was exhausted. Still, I felt more energized than 
I had in months. I stared at the ceiling, breathing deeply. 


"You Okay?" Tina asked from the entrance as she took off 
her boots. 


I turned and smiled at her. "I'm great. We finally have 
something concrete against implants, and people are 
starting to listen." 


Tina lowered her hood and walked to the kitchen. "Let's 
hope so." 


“Can you grab me a beer from the fridge?" I said. "On 
second thought, get yourself one, too. We should celebrate." 


"You won't hear me complain," Tina said with an 
uncharacteristic giddiness to her voice. I heard her open 
the fridge and crack open two bottles. "Here you go," she 
said as she handed me a bottle." 


"Thank you." I took a sip, enjoying the cold ale's spicy 
aroma and rich flavor. 


Tina eyed her bottle. "This is pretty good. Not like any beer 
I ever get." 


"It's from Westside Brewery, one of my latest clients. You 
probably heard about them in the office." 


"Oh right, craft beer." She sat on the couch. "I knew it was a 
thing, never tried it before. I usually just had Smoke grab 
me whatever was cheapest." 


"I learned a lot about it from that contract," I said. "They 
were a nice group. I've seen a lot of collaborations between 
breweries, and great passion for their craft. I wish more 
businesses were like that." 


“And you set them up with LibreERP right?" 


I nodded. "I did. We also installed tablets with Opentouch 
next to their equipment. They love it so far, and we stayed 
in contact. They might go all the way and install Gnu/Linux 
on their computers, too." 


Tina took another sip of beer and leaned back on the sofa. 
"They're not plugs?" 


"Two of them use SenseOS. The rest use Nordica implants 
with Kiva. Finding people who outright refuse to use 
implants is pretty rare, especially in the business world." 


"What's the point, then?" 


I leaned forward." You have to take your victories where 
you can. The first thing you have to understand is that free 
software will never be mainstream. We'll never get to 


completely eliminate proprietary software, either. When we 
manage to get people to adopt some of what we offer or 
when we get to expose the worst offenses of companies like 
Prototek, then we can celebrate. Once in a while, a piece of 
free software makes it big, but that's usually because it 
offers features the average person wants." 


She shrugged. "I guess. I just wish we could do more than 
just annoy them." 


"Today, I think we have. There's bound to at least be an 
investigation into this." I took a sip from my beer. "Let's just 
relax for tonight. We deserve it." 


"All right." She took a generous swig of beer. "By the way, I 
talked to my parents about Prototek rigging the election." 


i Oh?" 


"They freaked." She smirked for a second, then shook her 
head. "Although not enough to get rid of their implants, 
even though I told them they're just as fucked as any other 


plugs." 


"As I said, baby steps. You at least got them to question the 
technology." 


She shook her head. "Not enough. I mean, they even said 
they'd need more proof before they believe me. I just don't 
get why having a chip in their head is so important to 
them." 


“Convenience. The same way we get used to things like 
regular showers or coffee every morning, people get used 
to their implants giving them the weather, showing them 
the latest news, or allowing them to message their friends. 
They can't see most of the anti-features, and the visible 


ones are just accepted as minor inconveniences." I smiled 
tentatively. "As I said, give them time. I'm sure you'll be 
reunited soon." 


"Yeah." She averted her eyes and took a sip of beer. 


At least she'd talked to her parents of her own volition and 
wasn't as hostile to the possibility of returning to them as 
she'd once been, even if she still wasn't warm to the idea. I 
had to admit that I'd gotten used to her presence. Letting 
her go wouldn't be easy. 


"Are you hungry?" I asked. "We can order pizza." 


“You order too often," she said. "The delivery guy can take 
pictures of your apartment if he's a plug." She smiled. "But 
yeah, I'm good for pizza." 


We talked about various subjects as we waited for the pizza 
to arrive, and Tina kept explaining some of her hobbies to 
me as we ate. To my surprise, she'd taken my advice and 
began doodling again. She showed me a few creatures 
she'd imagined, most of which seemed straight out of a sci- 
fi horror story. The style was reminiscent of the Libresource 
pin she always wore on her backpack. 


We were halfway through the pizza when someone knocked 
on the door. 


"Shit," Tina said. "Who's that?" 


I sighed. "It's probably just a salesman. You can hide in my 
bedroom if you want." I stood and walked to the door as 
Tina ran into the bedroom and closed the door. 


I peeked through the peep hole and found a tall man with 
long, messy red hair and a beard just as unkempt. His face 


was unfamiliar to me, but he seemed innocent enough. 


I cracked open the door, making sure not to open it 
completely. While the man looked inoffensive enough, I 
preferred not to take any chances. 


"Oi," he said in a thick British accent. "You Aaron Flynn?" 
His brown eyes lit up as he saw me and his posture 
straightened. He wore ragged jeans with holes in them and 
a plain white T-shirt with grease stains. 


"Tam," I said. "What can I do for you?" 


“Name's Charlie Gill. I'm a big fan." He smiled awkwardly. "I 
think you know my sister? Her name's Dolores." 


"Dolores Gill? You're her brother?" 


"Aye. Not what you expected, eh? No one ever believes me 
when I tell them my sister's a Prototek bigwig." 


I frowned. The last time I'd spoken with Dolores, it hadn't 
been on the best of terms. "She did tell me about you. How 
is she? Does she know you're here?" 


"Yeah, she sent me." He took a deep breath. "Look, mate, 
it's not easy to say, so I'll come out with it straight. You gota 
load of documents on your Tor box a few days ago?" 


I slowly nodded. Could this man be responsible for it? "Are 
you using implants?" 


“Fuck no. I'm not putting any of that rubbish in my body." 


"Good," I said. "Come in." I opened the door and dragged 
him inside by the arm. "Tina," I called, "Come here. There's 
someone you should meet." 


Tina cracked open the door and stared at Charlie. "Who's 
that?" 


"Someone who knows about the documents we received." 


Charlie sat down and grabbed a slice of pizza without 
bothering to ask. "I sent them, actually. For someone who 
works at a tech company, my sister doesn't have a clue. She 
didn't even know what Tor was." 


"Wait," I said. "Is Dolores involved in this?" 


Charlie took a bite of pizza. He spoke with his mouth full. 
"Well, yeah. She's the one who nabbed it all. Whatever you 
told her, it got her to dig around. She gave me a flash drive, 
said to send it your way. Nice job on the Tor box, by the 
way." 


My body crumbled on the chair I kept near the front door. 
"Dolores sent us the documents." I stared at the wall. 


"That's good," Tina said with a wide grin. "We got a fucking 
Prototek VP on our side now. I bet she's got tons of dirt on 
them." 


“What she had, I sent you," Charlie said. "There's more you 
should know." He gulped and averted his eyes. 


I stood, moved toward him, and stared him down. "What's 
going on? What haven't you told us?" 


He sighed. "Well, once Dolores found out what her implants 
could do to her, she freaked. She was worried that they 
could control her and all, so she ripped the thing out of her 
neck with a knife." He looked down at the floor. "Most of her 
body's paralyzed. The doctor said she'll never walk again." 
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Charlie drove me all the way downtown. Conversation 
during the trip was awkward at best. I tried to ask him 
about Dolores, but he had little information beyond what 
he'd already told me—that she'd damaged her spine by 
removing her implants and could only move one of her 
arms. 


"She was crying when she called me. Said something about 
her implants blurring her vision. Never heard her freak like 
that before. When I arrived, she'd ripped off her implant. 
There was blood everywhere." His voice was flat and weak. 
I couldn't help but wonder how I'd react if I found Rebecca 
in a similar situation. 


He tried to calm down by asking me about Libresource, 
Opentouch, and other past projects I'd worked on. While I 
tried my best to answer his questions, I was too worried 
about Dolores to give it much mind. I fiddled with my 
phone, trying not to think about the fact that a woman had 
crippled herself over my warnings. 


Tina stayed behind. She didn't want to risk running into 
"plugs," and I didn't argue with her. Truth be told, I 
preferred not to have to explain my relationship with 
Dolores to her. In the end, this wasn't something I wanted 
or needed the teenage girl around for. 


We arrived at a modest hotel, a far cry from the extravagant 
place where I first spent the night with Dolores. It seemed 
that given the circumstances, she and her brother 
preferred to keep a low profile. 


"Is Dolores in here?" I asked as I eyed the five-storeys 
building. 


"Yeah," Charlie said."The place is quiet and wheelchair 
accessible." 


I nodded as he led me inside. The lobby looked much nicer 
than the outside facade led me to believe. Even on the run, 
it seemed that Dolores couldn't get rid of all of her habits. A 
young woman at the reception smiled at us as we made our 
way to the elevator at the end of the room. Charlie pressed 
the button to call it, and the door opened. 


We made our way to the fourth floor, and Charlie led me to 
the last door at the end of the hallway. "This is her room," 
he said. "Mine's next door. They communicate." 


Charlie opened the door, and I was faced with a typical 
hotel room. The curtains were open on the large window at 
the end, and a woman— Dolores—sat on a wheelchair, 
staring at the setting sun. 


"Hey, Dolores," Charlie said. 


She turned her head around and tried to move her 
wheelchair with her shaking left hand. Her movements 
seemed erratic, and she cringed at the attempt. Charlie 
rushed to her side and spun her wheelchair around, which 
prompted her to sigh. 


“Hello, Dolores," I said, keeping my tone as gentle as I 
could. I took one step forward, but didn't get too close. She 
looked beat up and exhausted. Her blonde hair was a mess, 
and a bandage was wrapped around her neck. She wore 
black sweatpants with a plain blue T-shirt. There were 
heavy bags under her eyes. I realized that I'd never seen 
her without makeup before. 


"Aaron," Her voice was weak. "It seems like you were right." 


I walked toward her and sat on the bed, facing her. Her skin 
was pale and her green eyes sickly. "You look terrible." I felt 
powerless, uncertain how to approach the situation. 


"Ripping off part of your own spine will do that," she said 
with a weak laugh, which soon turned to tears rolling down 
her cheeks. "You were right, though. Oh, you were right 
about everything." Her voice cracked. 


"You're the one responsible for sending us the documents." 
I couldn't think of anything better to say. 


She nodded, then dried her tears. "After our last phone 
conversation, I decided to do some digging. Don't get me 
wrong, I was furious at you, but as I slept on it, 1 wondered 
about a few things." She coughed. I moved to help her, but 
she held her one working hand, prompting me to remain 
seated. "I knew that implants were capable of what you 
claimed. It was first pitched as a solution for people with 
chemical imbalances causing mood swings." 


“But you found out it was already in use." I spoke as gently 
as I could. 


"The enhanced advertisement plan had already been 
discussed," she said. "I knew about it, although not the 
extent. Neurotransmitter manipulation had already been 
tested before with a few key advertisers. Yes, I know, I lied 
to you about that. The technical details available to me were 
vague at best, not that I understood any of it. What shocked 
me the most was how many clients were involved, and how 
much it worked, which led me to dig deeper." 


I took a deep breath. "And you learned about the election." 


"I knew this was exactly the kind of thing Neel might get 
ambitious about. Sagar Neel, sorry. I don't know if you're 


familiar with him." 


"Tam," I said. "I researched him, although there isn't a lot 
available about him online." 


Dolores tried to shake her head and cringed in pain. 
"There's some irony for you. The man gathers a ton of data 
about our customers, but he himself is the most private 
person I know." 


“Usually the case with people like that," Charlie said from a 
chair at the other end of the room, next to a wooden desk. 
"They're so used to fucking people over, they know how to 
protect themselves. I bet the guy doesn't even use implants, 
or he has his own version with all the spyware disabled." 


"Please, not now, Charlie," Dolores said with a frown. "Back 
to my story. Aaron, you suggested that I look into what the 
company might be hiding. After a sleepless night, I decided 
to do just that. I dug up as much as I could. Like I said, I 
knew about enhanced advertisement, but I decided to look 
over the details. It was much more lucrative than I had first 
anticipated. The document about the election though? I 
couldn't believe my eyes when I saw it." 


I ran my hand through my hair, stopping on the balding 
spot at the back of my head. "So just how many people 
knew about the election?" 


"Sagar Neel, obviously. Probably a few trusted members of 
his team. Some members of the board must know, but I 
couldn't say who. Probably Raymond Paul, our VP of 
technology. What worries me the most is funding." 


I frowned. "It definitely would take a lot of money to 
develop such a program." 


"Money which had to come from somewhere. I imagine the 
funds could have been diverted from other departments, 
but to keep something this big hidden from the board is 
almost unthinkable." 


Charlie coughed, grabbing our attention. "Like I said 
before, it's probably the Five Eyes." 


I raised an eyebrow. "You believe that the Five Eyes 
Intelligence Bureau is behind it?" 


He shrugged. "Why not? They get to control elections, get 
whatever bloke they want in power, and they get to be in 
control. Mass implantation is probably something they've 
been planning for years." 


I stroked my beard. "They've certainly shown to be 
opportunistic in the past, but a conspiracy on that level is 
almost unthinkable. To fund such a program and do it all 
behind the back of the companies involved is insane, even 
by proprietary standards." 


Dolores shook her head. "We're not all that different from 
you, Aaron. I didn't lie when I told you that I believe 
implants can make the world a better place. I'm just as 
horrified as you about this." She sighed. "Either way, I 
should continue. Once I found the documents, I saved them 
onto a flash drive and got in my car. I called Charlie while 
on the way, telling him to meet me. I knew he'd be able to 
safely send you everything." 


“That sounds sensible." I fiddled with my hands, knowing 
where the story would ultimately end up. 


"In hindsight, it saved my life. Halfway home, I started 
feeling tired and dizzy. My implants were flashing warnings 
to park my car, like they normally do when I've been driving 


for too long or I'm starting to get tired. Given what I'd just 
learned, I knew it was a bad sign." 


"I can't believe they would do this." My voice was barely a 
whisper. 


"I didn't take any chances," she continued. "I took a knife 
and ripped my implant out. The information I had was just 
too important." More tears rolled down her cheeks. "I 
managed to call Charlie and let him know where I was. I 
spent forty-five minutes bleeding in a parking lot in 
downtown London, unable to move." 


Charlie moved forward and held his sister's hand. "She was 
barely conscious when I arrived. She gave me the flash 
drive and told me to send it to you before she passed out. I 
knew a doctor who removed implants off the record, and I 
took her there. I didn't want Prototek to find her." 


I gulped. "How bad is it?" 


Dolores took a deep breath and looked me in the eyes. "I'll 
never walk again, and my right arm is paralyzed. I still have 
some motion in my left, but the damage to my spine is 
extensive." 


"Are you on the run from Prototek?" 


She shook her head. " Officially, I'm on medical leave. Now 
that the documents are out, they don't want to risk a PR 
disaster by admitting that I was the one responsible for the 
leak. I've agreed to keep my part in this quiet in exchange 
for them staying away from me. Also, I think that they want 
to deny the documents are real. If they admit that I leaked 
them, that defense wouldn't work." 


"They'll leave her alone just as long as it's convenient for 
them," Charlie said, rolling his eyes. 


I frowned. "Dolores is right, Charlie. She's not the one 
Prototek will go after. I am." 


Dolores looked away again. "I'm sorry to have put you in 
this position. I just didn't know who else to turn to." 


I stood and stared at the window. I pushed the curtains out 
of the way and took a good look at the city lights. "You did 
the right thing," I said after a moment's thought. "I agreed 
to take the necessary risks to expose these abuses, so did 
the rest of my team." I turned back to face her. "What you 
did, however, was very brave. I... I'm sorry if I misjudged 
you, Dolores. You might not believe in free software, but you 
gave up more for it than anyone else I know." 


She met my gaze and smiled weakly. "Thank you, Aaron." 
"So, what now?" I asked as I sat back down on the bed. 


"I don't know," she said. "Charlie's doctor couldn't do much 
for me. Luckily, I still have a sizable emergency fund. 
Charlie and I flew to Montreal. I figured I at least owed you 
the courtesy of telling you everything face to face." 


I gulped. "I appreciate it, Dolores. I really do. If there's 
anything I can do, you only have to ask." 


"Just promise me you'll do what you have to." She stared 
into my eyes with an intensity that took me by surprise. 


I looked back at her and willed myself to sound confident. "I 
will. We already released the document about the rigged 
election. The rest will follow. We'll get the bastards." 


She quietly nodded, then averted her eyes. 


Charlie broke the silence. "I'll be in my room if you need 
me." He left through the door linking both rooms together. 


I forced a smile once he was gone. "He's your infamous 
brother?" 


Dolores nodded again, although her eyes avoided mine. 
"He's the one." 


I leaned in toward her. "Seriously, if there's anything I can 
do, don't hesitate. I can't even imagine what this all must be 
like for you." 


"I need time," she replied. "Let's just keep things 
professional for now, okay?" 


"Okay," I said as I sat back on the bed, staring outside the 
window. 


A loud knock on the door interrupted the silence. Charlie 
rushed in the bedroom. "Turn on the TV. You need to see 
this." He sounded panicked as he grabbed the remote from 
a table next to the door and turned on the wall-mounted TV. 
What looked like a press conference appeared on screen, 
with a bald, overweight man standing behind a stand with 
Prototek's logo. He was clean-shaved and sported a 
ridiculous orange tan. I would have recognized him 
anywhere: William Davis, Prototek's president. 


I shared a worried look with Dolores. The leak had started 
to appear on the mainstream news, and this was no doubt 
going to be Prototek's official reaction. 


“Ladies and gentlemen of the press," Davis began, speaking 
in a rehearsed tone that lacked any sort of sincerity. "Most 


of you have certainly heard by now of the allegations 
against Prototek. I'm here to confirm to you all that this 
company is not in the business of interfering in the lawful 
exercise of democracy. While the capability of affecting 
neurotransmitters does exist in some implants, the 
technology is still in its infancy, and is only to be used for 
approved medical purposes. 


"Mr. Aaron Flynn, whom we believe to be behind these 
allegations, has had a vendetta against this company for 
many years. While Mr. Flynn is entitled to his opinion, he 
doesn't have the right to invent facts and forge documents, 
in the process tarnishing Prototek's reputation as an 
innovator in the field of cybertechnology. I can assure you 
all that we will cooperate with law enforcement in any 
investigations, and that we will pursue legal options against 
Mr. Flynn and his accomplices." 


A chorus of voices followed the statements, with journalists 
asking questions over one another. I stopped listening as I 
remained motionless. This was real. Prototek's board had 
taken notice of my actions, and they would be coming after 
me. 


I turned my head and found Dolores staring at me. "This 
isn't the end," she said." We'll fight this." 


Chapter 11 


"Of all the stupid things you've done, Aaron, this is by far 
the worst!" Rebecca yelled at me through the phone. 


I sat up on the sofa onto which I'd spent the night, Dolores 
staring at me through groggy eyes from the nearby bed. 
After our discussion the previous night, I'd insisted on 
staying and slept on the sofa. 


I forced myself to remain calm. "I take it you just heard 
Prototek's announcement?" 


"This isn't a game. That's the Prototek CEO who just called 
you out. Criticizing them is one thing, but accusing them of 
rigging an election? What the hell are you thinking?" 


I sighed. "Rebecca, has it occurred to you that I might be 
telling the truth? The documents I leaked are very much 
genuine, I can assure you. I know you don't want to admit 
it, but Prototek interfered in an election." 


“And because you think they did," Rebecca continued, 
"You're going to destroy your joke of a career and drag us 
all down with you." 


I rolled my eyes, even though Rebecca couldn't see me. 
"Don't worry, I have no intentions of involving you in any of 
this. You made your feelings about Libresource quite clear." 


"You don't get it, do you Aaron? You get in trouble, and the 
police will question me. Then, everyone at work will wonder 
if I'm involved. Do you know I got passed over for a 
promotion because or your crap? I'm not even going into 
the hoops I had to jump through last month just to be 


allowed access to the new Nordica SDK. They're worried I 
might leak info to you." 


"So, let me get this straight." All pretense of calm was gone 
from my voice. "You scoff at everything surrounding my 
career, but I should stop everything I do to protect yours? 
So you can make silly games for people to waste time in the 
subway?" 


"So I can support our mother," she spat. "While you're off 
playing revolutionary, I'm actually caring for the woman 
who raised us both." 


"It's always this excuse, isn't it? You turned Mom into your 
justification for disagreeing with everything I do. Can you at 
least try to understand why my work is important? Are you 
in any way shocked that implants can manipulate people?" 


A few seconds of silence fell on the other end. "It's just how 
things are, Aaron. It's no different than when social media 
came along, or when everyone started using smart phones. 
Don't act like media never had an effect on people's 
moods." 


"I can't believe you'd just be okay with it. What could 
possibly make you agree with such insane tactics." I fell 
silent as realization flashed in my head. "You knew." 


"Knew what?" 


"You knew what implants were truly capable of!" I snapped. 
"You probably used the feature in some of your games. Isn't 
that what you always say, that your job is making sure 
people keep coming back? All along, you knew just how 
rotten the whole system was, and you said nothing." 


Rebecca's voice remained eerily calm. "You know very well 
I'm not allowed to talk about these things. I signed a non- 
disclosure agreement." 


“Of course you did." I took a deep breath. "Have a good day, 
Rebecca. Unless you're willing to stop taking advantage of 
your users, we have nothing to talk about." 


I hung up the phone and threw it at the wall. I buried my 
head within my hands. I concentrated on my heavy breaths, 
trying to make sense of everything that happened. 


"Is everything okay?" Dolores asked. She was laying on her 
back, still underneath the sheets. 


I stood up and sighed. "It's just family." I moved toward the 
bed and helped her sit up. "You know my sister and I never 
got along, and now I think she's using implants to 
manipulate people." 


Dolores took a sip from the glass of water she kept next to 
the bed. Her hand trembled, but she still managed to do it 
without spilling the content. "Many companies do. In 
hindsight, we probably should have been more transparent 
about it." 


"It's worse than transparency, Dolores. You lied to my face 
when I first confronted you about it." 


She averted her eyes. "I'll admit that I did. To tell you the 
truth, the feature was supposed to be experimental, and the 
terms only mentioned testing new features and accessing 
new areas of the brain. Keeping the public in the dark was a 
calculated risk." 


"And you were okay with that?" I almost spat in her face. 


"At the time," she said, meeting my glare." You have to 
understand, things feel different in the board-room. We 
compared potential public outcry to how profitable the 
program would be. We ran the usual risk management 
calculations. Most of our customers were highly in favor of 
keeping it secret, for the sake of testing." 


I ground my teeth. "By customers, you mean advertisers? 
And of course, if people got angry, you could just use their 
own implants to calm them and make them see things your 
way." 


"Which is part of why I sent you the documents." Her tone 
was unflinching. "I realized that such use of technology has 
to be documented and scrutinized. You were right, Aaron. 
What Prototek did was inexcusable. And Nordica isn't any 
different. In fact, part of why we decided to go along with 
the plan was to remain competitive." 


"Is this really what society is becoming? We blindly accept 
any abuse of people's trust? For what? A few more 
paychecks? Just because someone else is doing it?" 


Dolores shook her head. "I don't know, Aaron. At least now, 
people can have a real debate about it. Maybe we can have 
decent regulation surrounding smart implants." 


“People should have the right to fully understand and study 
their technology, especially if said technology is implanted 
within their heads." I took a deep breath. As frustrated as I 
was, I had no right to take it out on Dolores, not after 
everything she'd sacrificed. "But enough about that. My 
sister and I haven't gotten along in years, and this fight isn't 
any different. Let me help you up, and we can get 
breakfast." 


I helped Dolores out of the bed and into her wheelchair. At 
her request, I went down to the lobby to get us some 
bagels, cream cheese, and fresh fruits. I took the 
opportunity to message Taylor and ask him to pick Tina up 
on his way to the office. It was a bit of a detour for him, but 
Sophie didn't have a car, and I didn't know how long I'd be 
at the hotel with Dolores and her brother. 


Charlie joined us as I was finishing my breakfast and 
helping Dolores with hers. While she did a commendable 
job with only one hand, she was still obviously weak and had 
lost motor function. She still managed to keep her 
composure through the ordeal, even as I cut her fruits for 
her and helped her steady her shaking hand. 


"Morning," Charlie said. 


"Good morning," I said. "I didn't know how long you'd be, so 
we already had breakfast." 


"It's fine." Charlie sat on the bed. "I never eat breakfast." 


My eyes traveled from Charlie to Dolores. "So, what's your 
plan now? I assume you didn't come all the way here just to 
return to London." 


"I'm not sure." Dolores looked down at her empty plate. 
"Truth be told, I have no idea what to do now. I spent all of 
my life working at Prototek. I'm not sure how much ofa 
career I can salvage now, after what I've done." 


"I was just hoping I could work at Libresource," Charlie said 
with a hopeful smile. "I can show you my code if you want." 


I smiled tentatively. "We can always use extra help, but 
money's a bit short. To be honest, I've been living off my 
savings for the past month." 


"That's something I may be able to help you with," Dolores 
said. Her voice had regained a bit of energy. "I do have a 
healthy savings account." 


I couldn't help myself but to gasp. "Are you serious? We've 
been getting donations here and there, but money has been 
Libresource's biggest issue." 


Dolores nodded. "I don't have infinite money, but I should 
be able to help. You might appreciate the irony of your work 
being financed by my Prototek severance pay." 


I took a deep breath. "I assume you won't just freely give it 
away." 


She shook her head. "Not quite, no. I'm willing to help you 
protect democracy, Aaron. What I won't do is support your 
crusade against smart implants. The same goes for 
proprietary software. Companies have the right to protect 
their property." 


“Proprietary software is what got us to this point," I said 
with a frown. 


Charlie chuckled. "Told you he'd argue with you." 


“Don't get me wrong," I said. "I'll accept what help you can 
give me. I can't change who I am, though." 


"One fight at a time," Dolores said. "And for what it's worth, 
I do hope we can still be friends after this is all over." 


Our eyes met, and the corners of my mouth perked up as 
she smiled lightly at me. Even confined to her wheelchair, 
there was a dignity to her that few women could match. 


"Right," I said, straightening up my shirt. "Either way, I 
should probably get to the office. I was wondering if the two 
of you cared to accompany me?" 


"At Libresource?" Dolores asked. 


"Why not? You already said you were willing to support us 
financially. You might as well see what we're about. I'll also 
admit that your perspective might be useful. I used to have 
someone on my team who'd bring us tech-minded people 
back to the real world, but he had to move on to other 
projects." 


"IT wanna go, that's for sure," Charlie said. "Give it a shot, 
Dolores. No pain in checking it out." 


"I suppose you're both right. Very well, let's visit 
Libresource. Then, we can worry about where we're going 
to live." She nodded at Charlie, but her green eyes turned 
toward me. 


>K>K>K 


"Surprise," Taylor said as I walked inside the office. "We're 
getting sued." He waved a letter in front of my face. Taylor's 
hand moved too much for me to read any of the text and all 
I could see was Prototek's logo at the top. 


I groaned. "Good morning to you too, Taylor." I grabbed the 
letter and gave it a quick read. "This is a cease and desist, 
not a lawsuit. Still, it might be worth worrying about. We'll 
look at it later." I motioned for Charlie, who was pushing 
Dolores's wheelchair, to come in. 


Tina put on her hood and tried to hide her face. "Who's 
that?" she mumbled. 


"This," I said, "Is Dolores Gill, Prototek's former VP of public 
relations. Tina, you already met her brother Charlie." I 
motioned toward my team. "These are Taylor, Sophie, and 
Tina." 


"Great," Taylor said as he rolled his eyes. "They send us a 
lawsuit, and then they send us one of their suits." 


I shook my head." Not quite, Taylor." I turned to Dolores. 
"May I tell them?" 


Dolores nodded. "I'll do it." She motioned for Charlie to 
push her wheelchair closer to the team. "I'm the one who 
sent you the documents you recently published about the 
extent of enhanced advertising, as well as the rigged 
election." 


"She gave them to me, and I uploaded them to your Tor 
box," Charlie said, smiling at everyone in the room. 


"Holy shit," Taylor said, staring at Dolores with a 
dumbfounded look on his face. 


"Wow, nice work," Sophie said with a wide smile. "These 
docs are a gold mine." She extended her hand toward 
Dolores, who shook it, albeit awkwardly—the motion 
seemed difficult to her. 


Tina frowned as she slowly lowered her hood. She looked at 
me, keeping her gaze away from Dolores. "Why would a 
Prototek suit even do that?" 


"Tina, is it?" Dolores replied. "I did it because it was the 
right thing to do. Believe what you will about me, I feel the 
same way you all do about what happened in the Winnipeg 
bi-election." 


Sophie raised an eyebrow. "And what caused your change 
of heart?" 


"I did some digging," Dolores explained. Unlike the previous 
day in her hotel room, she spoke in a confident voice, every 
hint of selfdoubt gone from her demeanor. "It's how I found 
out about the election. I can assure you that the board was 
not informed about it. Not all of us, anyway." 


Taylor whistled. "Wow, that's fucked, even by Prototek 
standards." He tipped his head at Dolores. "Anyway, what's 
with the wheelchair? You looked fine last time I saw you on 
the news." 


Dolores looked away, prompting me to answer. "When 
Dolores took the documents, her implants acted up and 
made her feel dizzy. She took no chances and removed the 
one at the back of her spine with a knife. She's now 
confined to this chair for the rest of her life." 


"Damn," Taylor said. "That sucks." 


Sophie placed a hand on Dolores's shoulder. "That's a really 
brave thing you did. We all appreciate it, and one day, the 
rest of the world will, too." 


"IT hope so," Dolores said. "I did what I could." Our eyes met 
for a moment, and I saw the same vulnerable woman as 
earlier. Whatever confidence she showed, it was probably 
an act. The truth was that she'd sacrificed everything, and 
the reality probably just began to set in. 


"This is why we need to make Dolores's sacrifice mean 
something," I said, looking at each of my team members, 
one after the other. "Before we start, Taylor, could you show 
Charlie around? He wants to help us out, and I figure you 
could use the help." 


Taylor sized the man up. "Ever wrote an implant app?" 


Charlie scratched the back of his head. "I contributed to the 
Open map initiative." 


“Good enough." Taylor shrugged. "Come on. I'm working on 
an app that'll block emotional manipulation on Kiva. It's 
called Reclaim, and we already have a bunch of people 
working on it. You might have heard of it." 


I moved behind Dolores's wheelchair as Charlie and Taylor 
went to the back of the office. I took her next to the couch, 
and I invited Sophie and Tina to sit, grabbing an office chair 
and joining them. 


Dolores took a deep breath as she looked around the room. 
She stared at Charlie as he looked over something on 
Taylor's computer. "This is the infamous Libresource office." 


I smiled. "Not much to look at, is it?" 
"It's cozy enough. It reminds me of my first flat." 


“Beats working for some big corporation," Sophie said. "No 
offense." 


"None taken," Dolores said. "I'll admit that Charlie 
romanticized what you do a lot. I probably wouldn't have 
heard of Libresource if it weren't for him." 


Tina rolled her eyes. "We're just trying to stop you from 
screwing up the world even more than it already is." 


Dolores stared at Tina and raised an eyebrow. " How old are 
you, young lady?" 


“Old enough to hack implants." Tina crossed her arms. 


"Tina's a volunteer," I said before the girl had a chance to 
argue. I directed a quick glare in her direction for added 
effect. "One who's very passionate about our work." 


Sophie shared a knowing look with me before speaking up. 
"As I'm sure Aaron told you, finding support and funding 
has been an issue. We have a lot of people who contribute 
code to our projects from home, but not many are willing to 
come and volunteer their time here in the office. Tina's 
been great for that." She placed a hand on Tina's shoulder, 
which prompted the girl to grimace. I silently thanked 
Sophie for having the diplomatic skills Tina lacked. 


“This is actually part of why I'm here," Dolores said. "I 
spoke with Aaron, and I know that money's an issue. I'm 
willing to offer some assistance, and I might be able to help 
with your legal trouble." 


I leaned closer to her. "That would be huge. To be honest, I 
was putting it at the back of my mind. None of us are 
equipped to face corporate lawyers." 


"Luckily," Dolores said, "I know a good local attorney. You 
might still need to start one of your donation drives to cover 
all the fees, as it could be a long case if it ends up going to 
court, but I'll get you started." 


"That's very generous of you, Mrs. Gill," Sophie said. 
"Anything I can do to help, just ask." 


"I'll keep it in mind," Dolores said. 


Sophie poked Tina in the ribs, and the girl rolled her eyes. 
"Thanks," Tina mumbled. 


I frowned. "Tina, Dolores sacrificed a lot for us. Show more 
respect than that." 


"Fine, sorry." Tina glanced at her work table before staring 
down Dolores." You're not really on our side though, are 
you? You don't like that Prototek is screwing over people, 
but the second it's all over, you'll be back to turning people 
into plugs." 


Dolores sighed. "I'm not sure what a plug is, Tina, but 
you're right. I do believe that smart implants are the future. 
I also agree with Aaron that no one should be forced to use 
them." 


Tina was about to reply, but I raised my hand. "Tina, go 
clean up your workstation. It's a wonder you can find 
anything in this mess." 


She opened her mouth to say something, but decided 
against it and dragged her feet toward her side of Sophie's 
worktable. I'd have to figure out some way of making her 
accept Dolores's help, but it would have to wait until later. 


"I'm sorry again," I told Dolores. "Many of us in the free 
software movement have faced adversity for years at the 
hand of companies like Prototek, and attitudes like Tina's 
are sadly not that uncommon." 


"I've heard it all from Charlie before," Dolores said. "I just 
hope that I can help change her mind." 


"She'll come around." I looked at Tina, who already had her 
headphones on and was browsing music on her laptop. 


"So, Mrs. Gill," Sophie said. "Do you have any other plans 
while you're in Montreal?" 


"Please, call me Dolores. First thing first, I thought I'd buy 
an electric wheelchair. Other than that, I don't know. I can't 
get publicly involved with what you fine people do here, as 


it would violate my agreement with Prototek. They agreed 
not to press charges against me if I keep my part in the leak 
quiet." 


"But you could still serve as an advisor," I said. 
Dolores glanced at Tina. "If my help is wanted, yes." 


"I'll speak with Tina. Other than that, you might find Taylor 
a bit crude in his language, but he's a nice guy. Your 
brother and him seem to get along so far." The two of them 
were Sharing a laugh. 


"IT have to admit," Dolores said. "I haven't seen Charlie this 
happy in a while. You know how long I've tried to convince 
him to work at Prototek? All along, all he talked about was 
free software, Linux, open source and all that." 


I smiled. "I like him more and more." 


"Either way, I should phone the lawyer I mentioned and set 
up a meeting. Do you have a phone I can use?" 


"My desk, over there." I stood and pushed her wheelchair 
over. 


She reached for the phone, and I moved it closer to her. 
She tried to keep her expression straight, but I noticed her 
scowl. How many everyday actions was she now unable to 
perform? She probably found new, insurmountable 
challenges every day. I shook my head once my back was 
turned. I'd have to spend time with her and help her deal 
with her condition. 


"Hey, Aaron," Sophie said, drawing me out of my thoughts. 
"There's something I wanted to show you." She motioned 
for me to follow her outside the office. 


She took a deep breath the moment we were in the hallway. 
"So, what have you told Dolores about Tina?" 


"Nothing so far." I kept my voice quiet. "Only that she's a 
volunteer." 


"You can't hide the truth forever," Sophie said. "She'll find 
out sooner or later. Listen, you know Dolores better than 
any of us. If you think she can handle the truth, go ahead 
and tell her, but if not, as much as I hate the idea of losing 
Tina, you'll have to send her back to her parents." 


I sighed. "I admit. I haven't thought that far ahead." 


"Technically, we're harboring a runaway child. Dolores 
might understand the circumstances, but more than likely 
she'll panic. People like her play by the book." 


I looked back toward the closed office door. "I know. I'll 
think about it." 


Chapter 12 


Kara Chi kept a small office with little personal touch. She 
sat behind a practical wooden desk, with Sophie and I 
cramped on mismatched office chairs in front of her. 
Dolores was close to the door, in her wheelchair. I adjusted 
my position so as to not bump into a fern in the corner, next 
to a window offering a view of the city traffic. 


My gaze wandered around the room as Chi moved her hand 
in the air. File cabinets stood behind her, tightly closed. For 
all the talk of implants and technology, some professions 
still relied heavily on paper. 


A single door lead outside the office. Above it hung a 
framed picture of Chinese characters, which I assumed 
were some proverb or other. I shifted in my seat again. 


"Before we begin," Chi said, prompting me to straighten up. 
"I'm legally obligated to inform you that smart implants 
could potentially record what we talk about. I can disable 
the signal using a special device, making every implant in 
this room unable to connect to wireless networks. On your 
request, I may also turn mine off completely and rely on pen 
and paper for the duration of this meeting." 


I raised an eyebrow. "Wasn't that one of Libresource's 
projects?" 


Chi nodded, and the corners of her mouth perked up. "Our 
IT team did find the information on your website. Another 
one of the firm's clients actually insisted on it, and we 
decided to use it as a tool to protect client confidentiality." 


"I'm glad you're getting good use for the jammer," Sophie 
said. I noticed the familiar gleam in her eyes that I'd come 
to associate with discussion of her projects. "I spent many 
hours on it." 


"We do offer official support," I added. Regardless of 
circumstances, I still had bills to pay and could use a new 
client. 


"T'll let our IT team know." Chi opened a drawer and took 
out a small black box, flipping on its switch. I figured it had 
to be Sophie's jammer with a casing, something the original 
prototype lacked. She then waved her hand in front of her 
eyes. "My implants are off." 


"Thank you." I decided not to mention that implants are 
never completely off and kept listening for activation 
triggers even when they seemed to be powered down. 


She opened a file and placed her hands on the desk. "Shall 
we begin, Mr. Flynn?" 


"Very well," I said." You already saw the letter Prototek sent 
us. They claim we're attacking their reputation with fake 
documents, but I have no doubt that the documents we 
leaked are genuine." 


"Yes." Chi glanced at the file in front of her, flipping through 
the pages. "I took a brief look. Tell me. How did you come in 
possession of these documents?" 


I shared a look with Dolores. "Through an anonymous 
source. We received the documents, studied them, found 
out about the people mentioned within, and released them. 
Based on the metadata, they do originate from Prototek." 


Chi looked at Dolores and raised an eyebrow. Thankfully, 
she returned her attention to me. "And your entire team 
participated in this leak?" 


"I was involved," Sophie said with a nod." Well, in the sense 
that Aaron asked my opinion." 


Chi looked through her file. "I also see a Mr. Taylor Shaw 
and a Mr. Joey Lambert working for Libresource. What 
about them?" 


"Taylor's one of my employees, and is involved," I said. "Joey 
no longer works with us. He left before we received the 
documents." I suppressed a sigh of relief that she didn't 
know about Tina. That could have complicated things. 


"And what about you, Mrs. Gill? This is the last group I 
would expect a Prototek VP to be involved with." 


Dolores offered Chi the same smile she'd given me when we 
first met. "I'm only here to facilitate the contact, Mrs. Chi. I 
believe that Mr. Flynn's documents are legitimate." 


"So you'd agree to be a witness?" 
"I'm hoping it won't come to that." Dolores's lips stiffened. 


Chi took a few notes. She winced as she wrote. Using a 
physical pen obviously wasn't a familiar task to her. "We'll 
see." She studied Dolores a moment. "There are ways to 
accommodate your handicap, if that's the issue." 


Dolores frowned. "Let's just say I'd rather avoid any sort of 
public involvement." 


Chi stared at Dolores for a moment, no doubt piecing things 
together. "All right." She returned her attention to me as if 


the exchange with Dolores had never happened. "I'll be 
blunt. If these documents are legitimate, then you have a 
strong case. What Prototek has, however, is the money to 
keep you tied up in legal trouble forever. What they're 
hoping for is obviously a quick settlement, involving a public 
apology on your part." 


I adjusted myself on my chair. "I'm not going to abandon at 
the first sign of pressure." 


"Just let me explain," Chi continued. "Prototek wants to 
protect their reputation. Should you be willing to retract 
your statements about them and remove the documents 
from your website, this all goes away." 


"Then they'd go on their merry way, rigging elections and 
tricking people into buying things they don't need." I shook 
my head. "I won't give up. This is bigger than you and me." 


Chi frowned. "If you want a public spectacle, it can certainly 
be arranged. It would bring public attention to the issue, 
but you could be tied up in court for years. Prototek's legal 
team will comb over every last detail of your life and your 
company's activity, looking for anything they can use 
against you." She glanced at Dolores." You're not the first 
client whom I have to defend against Prototek, Mr. Flynn. 
And to be blunt, I'm not running a charity here." 


I gulped. She had a point that I was sacrificing a lot. "I 
understand. If it comes down to it, I'll start a donation 
drive." 


“Donations can only take us so far." Sophie frowned. 


Chi took a deep breath. "Well, I'll do what I can to make 
sure it doesn't come to that. We do have something else to 
consider." 


"Which is?" I raised an eyebrow. 


"The official investigation into your allegations," she said. 
"From my understanding, multiple law agencies around the 
world are looking into it. Should your documents prove 
genuine, Prototek might quietly drop the case." 


“But they feel confident they can get away with it," Dolores 
said. "They wouldn't have sent you that letter otherwise, let 
alone call you out in a press conference." 


"I see," I said. The topic had been racing through my head 
for a while. I knew that the RCMP was investigating 
Prototek, but the company didn't seem fearful about it. 
Perhaps Tina and Charlie were right in their suspicion that 
the Five Eyes Intelligence Bureau was behind it all. In this 
case, they could easily hamper any investigations into 
complicit companies. Still, such speculation reeked of 
paranoia. "We'll just have to keep digging. We can reverse- 
engineer more of their implants, try to decompile more of 
their software." 


Chi held her hand up, cutting me off. "I advise against that, 
Mr. Flynn. The last thing you want is to give them more fuel 
by violating user licenses. In fact, you shouldn't even be in 
possession of unassigned smart implants." 


I shared a worried look with Sophie, who shook her head. "I 
don't think any of us can stop doing that," she said. 
"Speaking for myself, I got involved with Libresource 
specifically so I could study new technology." 


A groan escaped Chi's lips, but she took another deep 
breath. "You're not making my job easy." 


"I do apologize, Mrs. Chi." I stared at her. "But Prototek are 
trying to intimidate us into abandoning our work, and that's 


not something I'm willing to do." 


"Fair enough," Chi said. "Just be prepared for a long, 
arduous battle." 


I forced a smile. "I'm not so sure. As you said, the 
government already announced an official investigation, 
and people are talking about it. I'd call that a win." 


"Very well." Chi sighed. "Now, we need to look at some of 
the other companies mentioned in your documents, like 
Mascarelle and Tenra. We should expect some of them to 
get involved." 


>K>K>K 


I'd been sitting in my car for the past fifteen minutes, stuck 
in traffic. My hands gripped the steering wheel while 
nondescript jazz played on the radio. Sophie hummed over 
the melody. Dolores sat in the back, gazing outside the 
window. 


"Sophie," I said, trying to break the silence. "Any progress 
on the Nordica implant?" 


“Not much," she said. "I mean, we managed to trigger a few 
more neurotransmitter adjustments on command. Tina said 
she could take over the functionality on random implants, 
but I told her not to." 


"Good." I kept my voice flat. "We want to avoid anything 
legally dubious for the moment." 


“Her approach is also flawed," Sophie continued. "She's 
smart, but she gets overconfident. I don't think taking over 
implants is as easy as she thinks." 


Dolores groaned from the back. "If you start using malware, 
then I'm out. So is my money." 


"Don't worry,’ I said."Tina had a bit of a colorful past, but 
she knows we play by the rules. I already had a talk with 
her about it." 


"Sorry,' Dolores replied. "I'm just on edge." 


"No apologies needed." The car in front of me finally started 
moving, and I followed the traffic. "So, what's the story 
between you and Chi? She doesn't seem the type to 
represent Prototek." 


"No, she isn't. In fact, she's been a thorn in the company's 
side for years. I'm actually surprised you haven't heard of 
her before. She led a class action lawsuit against Prototek a 
few years ago over failing tablet batteries." 


Sophie chuckled. "I remember reading about it. We used to 
call these tablets 'Prototrash' back in the days. The battery 
would die after a month or two." 


"Lovely," Dolores said. "Either way, I don't like to hold 
grudges, and I figured she'd be sympathetic. I gave her a 
call, and here we are." 


"I appreciate it." I caught a glimpse at Dolores through the 
mirror. "By the way, what's your take on all of this? You 
understand Prototek better than any of us." 


"Honestly, I don't know. I suspect that there might be some 
panic involved with the board, and they reacted in order to 
protect stock prices. They're probably hoping they can 
butter their way out of the investigation. At this point, 
everything is a calculated risk." 


"Meaning?" I asked as I reached a red light. 


"Meaning the word is out, but they're trying to salvage 
what they can. The first option is to get rid of you, Aaron. 
They hope to either intimidate you or bury you under so 
much litigation that you'll have no choice but to settle." 


“But there's still the investigation," Sophie said." And a few 
countries are already reacting. Denmark just passed a law 
forbidding neurotransmitter manipulation through smart 
implants, and Germany is considering doing the same. 
There's a petition out for free implant removal here in 
Canada, and even the US are backing out of universal 
implantation." 


I sighed. "Only a few senators in the US are reacting. The 
country as a whole still supports Prototek. They're even 
considering adopting Prototek's online voting software. Can 
you even imagine? They would hand over their democracy 
to a company guilty of rigging an election." 


“Don't be so pessimistic," Sophie said. "We knew going into 
this that it would be a rough battle." 


“And the Prototek board are just as scared as you are," 
Dolores said. "Trust me on this." 


The light went green and I turned left onto a less busy 
street. "It's not Prototek I'm worried about. It's the Five 
Eyes." 


“What about them?" Sophie asked. 


"What if they really are involved? Dolores, you said yourself 
you weren't sure were some of the funding came from. 
Wouldn't it be in the best interest of a global spy agency to 
manipulate democracy? We knew it would be trouble the 


day the agency was formed, that they wouldn't truly answer 
to anyone. What if they found the perfect allies and are now 
essentially investigating their own plot?" 


Dolores chuckled. "Now, you sound just like Charlie. The 
Five Eyes is meant to facilitate the exchange of intelligence, 
but they don't control local and national law enforcement. 
They're really nothing more than the keepers of a large 
international database." 


I sighed. "Maybe, maybe not. This is the scary part. How 
Can we prove any of it?" 


"Right now, it's just a theory," Sophie said. "We'll just have 
to see where it all ends up, no point in doom mongering. 
Let's just keep doing what we're doing." 


"You're right." I turned in the parking lot of the hotel where 
Dolores stayed. "Are you certain you don't want to come to 
the office?" 


"Certain," Dolores said. "I'd rather not get too involved, and 
I need some time for myself." She sighed. "I'm not quite 
ready to jump into your world, Aaron." 


I nodded. "I understand. I'll visit you tonight after work." 


She smiled weakly. "I look forward to it." 
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I took the time to help Dolores back to her room and made 
sure she had everything she needed. If it weren't for the 
gravity of Libresource's situation, I might have taken the 
day off to spend with her and help her adapt to her 
condition. The cease and desist letter, however, placed us 
on a timetable. I couldn't get my mind off the official 


investigation; its results could very well determine the 
future of my company. Through it all, I still hada 
responsibility to reveal as much to the world as I could 
about the crimes of companies like Prototek. I made a 
mental note to email Susan and ask if she had anything 
planned. If there ever was a time for public protests, this 
was it. 


I stopped in my tracks as I entered the office. Taylor was 
sitting on the couch, talking to a short, brown-skinned man 
with a thick beard. Pepper, who was sitting at Joey's old 
desk, tipped her head toward the man as she made eye 
contact with me. Charlie was in the back, working with his 
earbuds on. 


“Here you are," Taylor said as he stood up and grinned, 
rubbing his hands together. "This here is Saheed Malouf, 
our newest client." 


I shared a looked at Sophie, and she immediately grinned. 
While a new client might not solve all our our money 
problems, it was a definite step in the right direction. 


I extended my hand toward Malouf, who stood and shook it. 
I smiled to hide my discomfort at Taylor spending time with 
a client. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Malouf. I'm Aaron 
Flynn." 


"I know," he said in a thick accent. "I read a lot about you, 
my friend. I looked at the documents you had on your 
website. Horrible, horrible stuff." 


"Well," I said. "If you're looking to rid yourself of implant 
technology and avoid abusive licenses, we can definitely 
help you out." I motioned for him to sit in front of my desk 
as I moved behind it and booted up my computer. "Why 
don't you tell me a bit about your company?" 


I nodded at Taylor, letting him know he could go back to 
work. He went to the back of the office with Sophie. 


"Very well," Malouf said as he sat. "I'm one of three owners 
of Yalla Transport, a logistics company. We have a fleet of 
ninety-one trucks moving material for various clients." 


“Sounds good," I said. "I can think of a few tools that could 
help you out." 


"It's why I'm here. Right now, all my drivers, they use 
Prototek implants. We got an app that we use to 
communicate with them, let them know about scheduling 
changes, let them update us, that sort of thing." 


I placed my hands on my desk and looked at the man, trying 
my best to ignore the notification on my monitor about 
hundreds of unread email. "And you're looking to get rid of 
this app?" 


"One of my drivers, he said he wouldn't use it anymore. He 
showed me your website, all your documents. I looked 
through it all, and I still can't believe it. I can't have my 
employees use something that'll manipulate their vote and 
what they buy. At first, I was skeptical that implants were 
dangerous, but now I don't know what to think." 


"IT understand." I leaned forward and smiled knowingly. 
"You're not the first person to walk in here with similar 
concerns. The app you use, is it Roadkey?" 


Malouf nodded. "It is." 


"It's a common one, which is good. There's a LibreERP 
module that could replace it, and it could work through 
tablets instead of implants. I imagine your drivers don't use 
implants while they actually drive?" 


"They're not supposed to." Malouf chuckled to himself. "I 
think one of them figured out how to disable the driving 
detection on his implants and does it anyway." 


"There are a few hacks for it," I said. Thinking about 
potentially dangerous hacks made my gaze wander to the 
closet at the end of the room. Was Tina hiding in there? 
"Either way, we can give you the same functionality over 
tablets, and you'll get your updates from your office like you 
normally do. The tricky part will be migrating your existing 
data, but that's what we're here for." 


Malouf grimaced. "Tablets?" 


I smiled, the same way I always did when clients expressed 
doubt toward older technology. "Ask yourself, Mr. Malouf; 
do you need the most modern tool or the right tool? You 
said it yourself; smart implants open the door to abuses. 
Tablets used to do the same when they first came out, but 
now, we understand a lot more about them. I can supply you 
with a tablet for each of your drivers, and all of it will run on 
Opentouch, which is a fully free and open source operating 
system I created a few years ago. We can provide support, 
and we can even develop new functionalities for you. More 
often than not, someone else already developed potentially 
useful functions, and we can collaborate. That's the beauty 
of free software: cooperation." 


"IT admit," he said. "I was thinking more along the lines of 
your alternate implants. SenseOS, you call it?" 


"I should clarify. SenseOS is an alternate operating system 
for Nordica implants, not a new range of implants. What 
you suggests is easily doable though. The system will be 
accessible through any device: implants, tablets, phones." 


“You mean my drivers—they wouldn't be stuck using 
Prototek implants?" 


"Absolutely not," I said. "The only reason your drivers are 
restricted to Prototek is the company who made your 
current system signed an exclusivity deal with them. Of 
course, they also want to force people into buying the latest 
hardware. It wouldn't do if people kept using tablets when 
they want to sell implants, so they discontinued tablet 
support. As for LibreERP it can run on any device. Prototek 
users wanting to switch to SenseOS will have to go through 
the required surgery and get Nordica devices, though." 


"That would solve many of our problems," Malouf said as he 
brushed his hair with his hand. "I've had to turn away 
potential drivers because they didn't have Prototek 
implants and they didn't want to switch. Still, it's good to 
know that those who want to keep their Prototek implants 
can do it with your system." 


“How about we get started then? I have a few questions 
about the system you currently use, and then we can set up 
an appointment so I can visit your office." 
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I knocked on the closet door the moment Malouf was gone. 
"You can come out now," I said with a sigh. 


The door opened and Tina walked out, her hood up. 
"Thanks," she mumbled. 


I walked back to my desk and sat down."Tina, come here a 
minute. Actually, everyone, gather around." 


Charlie, Sophie, and Taylor gathered in front of my desk 
while Pepper moved her chair so she could better see me. 


Tina stayed behind the team. Except for the teenage girl, all 
of them were beaming, knowing what a new client meant. 


"This is great news," I said with a smile of my own. "I don't 
have to explain to you all how much this client means to us. 
Between the cease and desist and the public eyes trained 
on Libresource, we should do everything we can to appear 
as a legitimate business." 


"And the money won't hurt," Sophie added. 


I nodded. "Exactly, which is why this is our new priority. You 
can all work on implants during your spare time, but Malouf 
comes first. I also want to focus on getting more clients. We 

need to get this company back on track." 


"Yeah, makes sense," Taylor said. 


I turned my attention to Dolores's brother. "Charlie, it's 
your choice if you want to stick around. If all goes well and 
we get a few more contracts, I might be able to offer you a 
real job. I won't force you to make that gamble though." 


He shrugged. "Beats staying at the hotel smoking weed all 
day. I'll stick around." 


"Good," I said. "You'll keep working with Taylor for now." 
The man slapped Charlie on the back. 


"Pepper," I said, turning to the older woman. "Any help you 
can offer is welcome, but I understand that you're retired 
and might not want to work as our secretary. We haven't 
had much time to talk about your involvement, so we can do 
it in private right now." 


She replied with a dismissive gesture. "I'm bored all the 
time at home, so if you're offering me a job, I'll take it." 


"Noted," I said. "I'll ask if Dolores can give you some 
pointers on the PR front." 


"Oh boy," Taylor said, rolling his eyes. Charlie poked him in 
the ribs with his elbow. 


I took a deep breath and stared at Taylor. "She can be an 
asset, Taylor. I've gotten to know her, and I trust her. 
Besides, adapting to life in a wheelchair can't be easy, and I 
would like to help her find ways to be useful. She sacrificed 
a lot to help us. We should all remember that." 


I shared a look with Charlie, who smiled at me. Of course, 
he would have even more insight than I did into what his 
sister was going through. 


I took another deep breath. "Which brings me to you, Tina." 


She crossed her arms." You want to send me to my parents, 
don't you?" 


"As I said, we're going to focus on clients from now on. That 
means a lot of people visiting the office, a lot of whom will 
use smart implants. To be blunt, most of the projects you've 
been working on will be on hold, leaving the rest of the 
world to finish them. We got the word out about implants. 
Finding about a few extra anti-features won't change 
people's minds." 


"I can hide." Tina kept her arms crossed, but her voice 
shook. "I heard this guy knock, and he never saw me." 


I moved away from my desk and walked toward the girl. 
"I'm sorry, Tina. I know that you gave it your all, but this is 


just the beginning. You've been talking to your parents. 
They understand you better now. I have to believe they'll 
respect your choice and won't force you to get implants." 


"Maybe," she said, looking down at the floor. 


I sighed. "Look, how about you stick around for one more 
week? Finish your current project, and get your things 
ready. You can also call your parents and tell them you'll be 
coming back." I placed a hand on her shoulder and smiled 
at her. "It won't be the end. You can still work on 
Libresource projects during your spare time, and we'll stay 
in contact." 


She refused to look at me and pushed my hand away. She 
dragged her feet toward her work station. I shared a 
worried look with Sophie. 


"I know that you like it here," I continued, "but we all knew 
that this was temporary. I'm not your father, Tina. You have 
an actual family, and they miss you." 


"Whatever," she said. 


Sophie joined Tina at their shared work station and offered 
a few encouraging words in French. I exhaled and relaxed 
as I decided to let her handle the girl for now. Hopefully she 
would come around. The situation, however, was becoming 
too volatile. Between Dolores and Prototek's letter, keeping 
Tina around was no longer a luxury I could afford. 
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The rest of the day went by without trouble, aside from Tina 
refusing to talk to me. She spent a lot of time with Charlie, 
the two of them seemingly hitting it off. 1 made a mental 
note to have a word with him in private. While I didn't think 


the man would say anything on purpose, he could easily let 
information slip while talking to Dolores, and he'd been 
privy to the last exchange I had with Tina. 


I occupied myself with paperwork, which I'd fallen behind 
on. I had Taylor and Charlie work on a preliminary proposal 
for Yalla Transport, which hopefully Malouf would like. 
Sophie finished her report on the implant, which required 
Tina's help. That left me an extra hour to show Pepper 
around. 


"You made the right call with Tina," she said after I showed 
her how I kept my schedule. 


I massaged the back of my neck. "I hope so. She certainly 
wasn't trilled about it." 


"Don't get me wrong." Pepper spun her office chair, facing 
me. Even though I was standing, she made it feel as if she 
were the one standing over me." You did the right thing at 
first, too. But now, her parents know how she feels about 
implants, and they must have read the news. Hell, you did 
it, Aaron. You're living every protester's dream." 


I smiled uneasily. "I suppose things are looking up." 


"More than looking up. Governments are actually listening 
and doing shit. Did you hear that public transit is backing 
out? We'll be able to buy a bus pass without implants 
again." 


"IT didn't know," I said. "It's good news. I'll be able to save 
some money on gas." 


She shrugged. "If it was about money, you could have done 
what Tina did and forge yourself a pass." 


I raised an eyebrow, which prompted the two of us to share 
in a chuckle. "I think I'm getting too old for that sort of 
thing." 


"That's the hardest part, you know." She glanced at the 
monitor, still displaying my schedule. "I remember back in 
the days, when I was protesting. We were all so angry at the 
world. Rose and I used to remind each other all the time 
that we still had to work within the system. There's a time 
for sabotaging chicken farms, and there's a time to write to 
your representative." 


I took another look at Tina, who was working by herself on 
her laptop. "And I've done all the hacking and sabotage I 
had to." 


"Yup, fun part's over," Pepper said. 


I returned my attention to Pepper and leaned on the desk. 
“Good thing I love my job then." 


A knock on the door interrupted our conversation. I went to 
open it while Tina rushed for the storage closet. 


Two men in suits stood on the other side. I tensed at the 
sight of them. Was Prototek now sending goons after me? 
“Aaron Flynn?" the first man said. He was tall, bald, and he 
looked at me as if I were a small child. 


"Who's asking?" 


"I'm Agent Brodeur, child services." He motioned toward 
the black man with a severe haircut behind him. "This is 
Agent Michaels." 


I took a step back and almost fainted as questions assaulted 
my mind. Had I been betrayed? Had I somehow not been 


careful enough? 


"You're under arrest for harboring a runaway minor under 
the name of Tina Lebel," Brodeur said. "Michaels, please 
open that closet in the back." 


I fell on the closest chair as Michaels opened the closet 
door. I stared as Tina tried to hide her face with her hood. 


“Come with me, please," the agent said. 
I wanted to say something, but words wouldn't come. 


Sophie stepped forward. "You don't have all the facts. If 
you'll let us explain." 


"You've kept this child away from her parents." Brodeur 
eyed me severely. "I really don't think there's much to 
explain." 


Michaels held his hand toward Tina "It's all over now. We'll 
take you back to your family." His tone was soft and 
condescending, as if he were talking to a toddler. 


"Fuck off." Tina tried to push the agent away. She barely 
managed to take a step before Michaels grabbed her. "Let 
me go!" she screamed. 


I took a deep breath. "This is a mistake." My voice was 
shaking. "We were planning on sending her back." 


"Keep it for the judge." Brodeur took a pair of handcuffs 
from his vest pocket. 


I could only stare as Tina was dragged kicking and 
screaming out of the room. Brodeur handcuffed me while 
reading my rights. Every pair of eyes in the room stared at 


me, but I had no response except staring at the wall with 
my mouth agape. 


Chapter 13 


“Good morning, Mr. Flynn," Brodeur said as he stepped in 
the cold, windowless interrogation room. 


I leaned on the central table, still wearing the same dirty 
shirt from the previous day. Having spent the night in a cell, 
I hadn't found any meaningful rest. Two officers had woken 
me up and escorted me to this room a few minutes earlier. 
The walls were gray and nondescript, the only items being a 
flickering lamp hanging from the ceiling and, on my left, a 
large mirror—no doubt a two-way mirror. The room stank 
from lack of fresh air. 


I'd spent the night staring at the ceiling, wondering how 
they'd found Tina. Had a member of my team betrayed me? 
Perhaps one of my neighbors caught a glimpse of the girl? 
For all I knew, Tina herself might not have been as careful 
as she thought. 


“Would you like some coffee?" Brodeur asked, his voice 
calm. 


I nodded, refusing to make eye contact with the man. He 
placed a cardboard cup of coffee on the table and pushed it 
toward my end. I hesitated before grabbing it with my 
handcuffed hands and taking a quick sip. It tasted foul and 
bitter. 


Brodeur took a seat at the other end of the table. His eyes 
took on a blue glimmer and he made a few gestures in the 
air. It seemed that even while being interrogated by the 
police, I couldn't get away from these infernal devices. "I 
have a few questions for you, Mr. Flynn." 


“Do I have to answer?" I surprised myself at how raspy my 
voice sounded. 


He shrugged and smiled innocently. "It would help to have 
your version of the facts." 


"I didn't kidnap her, if that's what you think. As far as I'm 
concerned, I harbored a girl who lived on the streets." 


"And did you know she was a runaway at the time?" His 
voice sounded firm, but his features remained relaxed, as if 
he tried to play both the good cop and bad cop at the same 
time. 


I sighed. "I didn't know at first." 
"At first? So you eventually found out?" 


I took another sip of coffee and realized that my hands were 
shaking. "I think I should have a lawyer present." 


"Why?" he said. "We're just having a friendly conversation. I 
mean, you seem like a nice guy, Aaron. Can I call you 
Aaron?" 


"Go right ahead," I said. "I still want my lawyer." 


"All right. Kara Chi, is it? We'll send for her." He stood up 
and made for the door, stopping to look at me before his 
hand reached the handle. "In the meantime, you should 
think about your situation. These are very serious 
allegations, Mr. Flynn. It's ironic that you claim you wanted 
to protect Tina from implants, and your actions could get 
you a brand new set of your own. We have special 
monitoring implants for people like you. All I need is a court 
order." 


I gulped but avoided his gaze. He was obviously trying to 
intimidate me. J have rights, I kept telling myself. In this 
case, things couldn't be this bad, could they? I was already 
planning on sending Tina back to her family, and I never 
mistreated her. In fact, I could argue that I saved her from 
life on the streets, given how she had no intention of 
remaining with her family. 


The timing couldn't be a coincidence. Prototek had to be 
behind it, or some of the people backing them. They were 
attacking my reputation and my credibility, all at Tina's 
expense. I could already imagine the media narrative—how 
they'd accuse me of encouraging her rebellious streak. For 
all I knew, people would be made to believe that I'd been 
the one to teach her how to write malware, ignoring that 
she'd been doing it from her bedroom while living with her 
parents, years before meeting me. 


I leaned on the table, burying my head between my arms. 
No doubt I was being observed, but it wasn't as if I could 
hide my exhaustion. I moved to reach for my phone, but 
remembered it had been taken. Besides, I'd already used 
my phone call to contact Sophie and tell her to both warn 
Dolores and get Chi to come help me. I fought the desire to 
doze off. Regardless of how tired I felt, I still had to 
maintain a minimum of dignity. I eyed the coffee cup and 
took another sip. 


I looked up and found a camera on the ceiling. Of course, 
everything I did would be filmed. It was probably more of a 
tradition anyway, as I was certain that Brodeur's implants 
immortalized every tiny move I made, and a plethora of 
agents were on the other side of the two-way mirror doing 
the same. 


Having nothing better to do, I fiddled with my thumbs. I 
closed my eyes and concentrated on my breathing, 
preparing myself for the challenges to come. With luck, Chi 
would get me out of this prison and we'd build a proper 
defense. After all, I wasn't truly in the wrong, was I? I 
protected Tina, offered her an education, even convinced 
her to call her parents regularly. That had to count for 
something. 


No, this was another attempt by Prototek to discredit me. In 
hindsight, I should have seen it coming. How many 
surveillance tools did they have access to that I wasn't 
aware of? It could have been as simple as a slip of 
someone's tongue. It was easy to forget that Tina had a 
social life outside of Libresource. She knew plenty of 
homeless people; I even met some of them when I first 
followed her and discovered she lived on the streets. Most 
of them would probably have been more than happy to 
reveal everything they knew for a beer and a hot meal. 


I got tired of waiting and stood up. My heart raced for a 
moment, as I expected guards to come in and force me back 
on the seat, but nothing happened. I strolled around the 
table as I stretched my arms, still limited by the handcuffs. 
My lips moved of their own volition, and I hummed a tune. I 
forced myself to stop after a few seconds. I was still being 
observed, after all. 


I couldn't tell how much time had passed when the door 
opened, revealing Kara Chi. An officer closed the door 
behind her as she moved toward me with a severe glare. 
"Mr. Flynn," she said. 


I sat down and let out a sigh of relief. "Thank you for 
coming." 


"You're not making my job any easier," she said as she sat 
down on the other end of the table. "Are there any more 
skeletons in your closet I should be aware of?" 


I eyed the camera in the corner, then shook my head. "Just 
Tina, and it's not as bad as it seems." 


She sighed. "You better start from the beginning." 


"Very well," I said. "I suppose it all started when Tina 
volunteered at Libresource." 


"She initiated contact?" 
I nodded. "She did." 


Chi took a few notes by waving her hand in the air. I 
frowned, but she ignored me." You wouldn't happen to 
know how she heard about Libresource?" 


"I do, actually. Tina herself told me that she was a supporter 
from before she ran away. She even designed her own 
custom Libresource logo. She really only considered 
volunteering after Pepper suggested it though." 


“And who's Pepper?" 


“Pepper Shaw, Taylor's aunt," I said.""Taylor's one of my 
employees, and his aunt volunteers at the homeless 
shelter." 


"Yes, you mentioned Mr. Shaw when we first met." She took 
more notes. "I'll have to talk to his aunt. So Tina 
volunteered for work. How did you handle the situation?" 


"IT had a few reservations about her age, but we've always 
considered the office to be an open hacker space. Anyone 


can come in and work on their project, as long as such work 
isn't done for profit and is openly shared with the world." 


“How generous of you." Chi kept her tone flat. "And at that 
time, did you know that she was homeless?" 


I shook my head." Not at all. In fact, it took a few weeks 
before I got suspicious and followed her." 


"And you found out she didn't have a home?" 


"I did," I said. "I still knew very little about her, except that 
she's brilliant and could have a bright future ahead of her. 
When I found out she was homeless, I confronted her." 


"How did she react?" 


I adjusted myself on my seat and shook my wrists as the 
cuffs chafed my skin."She was hostile at first. You have to 
understand that Tina is a very suspicious girl, bordering on 
paranoia. She ran away from home because her parents 
wanted her to get implants, to which she didn't consent. 
She always wore her hood up in public, never letting 
anyone see her face." 


Chi took a few more notes, her face remaining 
expressionless. "I see, and when you found out she was a 
runaway, why didn't you send her back to her parents?" 


"That wasn't an easy decision." I leaned forward on the 
table. "At first, I wanted to send her back and forget about 
the whole thing, but she did make some good points. We 
had just found out that implants could affect 
neurotransmitters, and we didn't know how far it went. 
Tina was, in fact, instrumental in the discovery. It was safe 
for us to assume her parents' implants could have been 
tricking them into ignoring her desires." 


"Still" Chi said. "You're not her father. It wasn't your 
decision to make." 


I stared into her eyes. "It should be hers. Implants aren't 
some harmless little gadget. They see everything you do, 
and getting rid of them is difficult, risky, and expensive." I 
raised my hands and made a dismissive gesture. "But I 
know you're only interested in the legality. Here's how I see 
it. Tina herself told me that if I sent her back to her parents, 
she'd run away again, and I fully believed her." 


"So you believed that if she didn't stay with you, she'd go 
back to living on the streets?" 


“Probably in another city, yes," I shook my head."To be 
honest, Mrs. Chi, I didn't have legality in mind when I made 
my decision. What I had in mind was the welfare of a 
brilliant teenage girl who was so disillusioned by society 
that she lived in an abandoned tunnel eating garbage. I 
never touched her or did anything inappropriate to her. I 
never forced her to stay with me. In fact, I made it clear 
that our arrangement was temporary and that she would 
eventually have to return to her family. I even insisted she 
call her parents every week." 


"And did she?" 


“Call her parents? She did. I tried to stay out of it and 
respect her privacy, but the relationship seemed to improve 
over time." 


Chi waved her hand in the air some more. I twiddled my 
thumbs as she did something I couldn't see on her implants. 
“There are definite points in your favor, Mr. Flynn. What you 
did, however, could endanger your entire movement. Still, 
I'm going to contact the family and get their version of the 
facts. With luck, I can convince them to drop the charges by 


explaining that you had Tina's well-being in mind, but no 
promises. Is there anything else you'd like to add?" 


I took a deep breath and stared at the two-way mirror. 
"Yes." I returned my attention to Chi. "I was actually about 
to send Tina back to her family when child services showed 
up. I don't think it's a coincidence. I think they somehow 
had me under surveillance and decided to act now and 
arrest me. This has nothing to do with Tina and everything 
to do with discrediting me." 


"Perhaps," Chi said. "All right, here's how things will 
proceed from now on. I can get you out of here for now, 
although you won't be allowed to leave the city. You have a 
hearing in two months, where I'll try to convince the judge 
of your good intentions. I think we can get you out of this 
with a few hours of community service, but I need you to 
stay out of trouble. I know I can't stop you from talking to 
the press, but do be careful. Remember that everything you 
say or do can affect this case." 


"IT understand, and thank you." 
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It took another hour for Chi to have me released, with a lot 
of bureaucracy involved. I had to sign papers and agree not 
to leave the city, as well as agree not to pursue contact with 
Tina. Chi insisted on this last part—even a phone call could 
jeopardize the entire case. Overall, the experience proved 
tedious and quite humiliating. On at least three occasions, I 
had been asked for the content of my implants’ on-board 
memory and had to explain that I didn't have any. One 
officer even scanned me to make sure I was telling the 
truth. 


Chi left midway through the proceedings, explaining that 
she had another meeting to get to and that all should be in 
order. That left me alone in front of the police station. I 
thought about taking the bus but decided to give Taylor a 
call instead. It turned out he had been expecting it and was 
waiting to come pick me up. 


I bought the Daily Times from a corner store, relieved that 
they even kept it. The front page article, luckily, didn't 
mention me, but rather aging infrastructures. I had to jump 
to page twelve to find out how the media decided to portray 
my current situation. 


Activist Aaron Flynn found to be harboring a fugitive child, 
the title read. The article went on to describe a heavily 
biased version of the facts. 


Mr. Flynn was found to have kept a runaway child, whose 
name is withheld as requested by her family, for months. 
According to witnesses, this minor had been working 
without pay in Libresource's office. 


The parents told the Daily Times that they are relieved to 
have their daughter back. While she claims she hadn't been 
harmed, she will still undergo a full physical and 
psychological exam. It's common for children who undergo 
such experiences to sympathize with their captor and lie 
when questioned. If found guilty, Mr. Flynn could spend up 
to ten years in jail for kidnapping, sexual assault, and 
harboring a runaway minor. 


I threw the paper on the ground. I'd expected the media to 
exaggerate, but sexual assault? There weren't even hints 
that could lead to such a ridiculous conclusion. I leaned 
against the wall and massaged one of my wrists. Although 


the handcuffs had been removed an hour ago, the skin on 
my left wrist still chafed. 


I stretched my shoulders, trying to keep warm. It was a bit 
of a chilly day, and I had nothing but a shirt on, my jacket 
still at the office. I looked at the passing cars, hoping Taylor 
would arrive soon. 


"Hey, you there," I heard a voice call from my right. I turned 
and found a man who seemed in his early fifties, bald with a 
white beard. He was tall, well-muscled, and he glared 
angrily at me. 


"May I help you?" I suppressed a sigh. 
"You're that child kidnapper, aren't you? Aaron Flynn?" 


I gulped. "You must be mistaking me for someone else," I 
sidestepped the large man." Pardon me." 


His large, meaty hand grabbed my shoulder. "I recognize 
you. You're that guy from the paper, the one who hates 
implants and kidnaps kids. Why the fuck aren't you in jail?" 


I removed his hand from my shoulder, remembering that I 
was Still in front of a police station. I took a quick glance at 
the station and found two officers looking in my direction. "I 
can assure you that the article you read didn't have all the 
facts. But I don't have to explain myself to you." 


The man grabbed my shirt, and I closed my eyes, bracing 
for a punch. 


"Hey, stop!" a woman yelled. 


I felt a new set of hands on my shoulders, pulling me 
backwards. I opened my eyes and found the man being 


restrained by police officers, with another one behind me. 
"Thank you," I said. "This man just attacked me." 


"We heard," the female officer said from behind me, her 
tone contemptuous and dismissive. "Just stay out of 
trouble." 


I sighed as she let go, and I moved away from my aggressor. 
I found a bench that no one was using and took a seat, 
taking my phone out of my pocket. Rebecca would probably 
accuse me of ruining the family's reputation again the next 
time I talked to her—something to look forward to. Then 
there was Dolores. She hadn't known about Tina, and by 
now would have heard about my arrest. I rang her number 
before I had a chance to talk myself out of calling her. 


The phone rang twice before she answered. "Aaron," she 
said, her voice flat and cracking. Had she been crying? 


"Dolores," I said." You must be asking yourself a lot of 
questions right now." 


"To say the least. This girl I saw was a runaway all along? 
Where you ever planning on telling me? Did you ever 
consider for a moment that Prototek would use her against 
you?" 


"It's more complicated than that," I said. 


"I don't want to hear your excuses," she spat, yelling 
through the phone. "And here I thought you were an 
intelligent man. Had I known you were this careless, I 
would never have brought you the documents." 


I massaged my temples. Between losing Tina, spending the 
night in jail, being attacked in the streets, and now Dolores 


yelling at me, I had enough. "Careless? I saved a young girl 
from the streets, Dolores. I never manipulated people 
through a chip in their brain. I never lied to the public 
about proprietary technology. Don't you dare take the 
moral high ground with me. You don't have that right." 


She breathed heavily on the other end. "I can't believe you 
just took this tone with me. Enjoy your monitoring implants, 
because all criminals will be implanted with them soon." 
She hung up before I had a chance to reply. 


I buried my face in my hands. My heartbeat raced as I 
resisted the urge to scream. Calm yourself. There's always 
a way out. The city noises blurred together, and the air 
choked me. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on my 
breathing. 


"Hey, Aaron," a familiar voice called. 


I raised my head and found Taylor sitting in his car and 
motioning for me to come in. I rose and rushed inside, 
eager to get away from the police station. 


"Thank you," I said. "Let's get out of here." I kept breathing 
heavily as I closed the door. 


Taylor drove away the second the door was closed. 
"Everything's gone to shit. Malouf's gone. He said he 
couldn't work with criminals. We didn't hear anything from 
Tina, and people have been calling non-stop. Prank calls, 
journalists wanting a statement, that kind of stuff. I know I 
say it a lot, but we're really fucked now." 


I took a deep breath. "Let's just get to the office. We'll 
figure out what we need to do." 
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The only sound in the office was Pepper's voice, reassuring 
some journalist or other that Libresource would be 
releasing a statement. It turned out that Sophie had called 
Joey shortly after my arrest, and the two of them came up 
with a script for anyone who'd call. I'd only been back for 
half an hour, and I'd already heard it five times. 


"So, we lost Malouf?" I said to no one in particular. I was 
sitting at my desk, but my computer was off. 


"Yeah," Sophie said from the couch, where she sat next to 
Taylor. "The moment he heard, he called and said he 
couldn't be associated with us." 


"My sister wants to leave, too," Charlie said from his 
workstation. "She got mad all right, said we wasted our 
time coming here. I'd love to stay, but I don't know what I'll 
do for money." 


I sighed. "She didn't even let me explain." 


"T'll talk to her," Charlie said. "For all the good it'll do. She 
never listens to me." 


"Why would she?" I snapped as I stood up. "Seriously, why 
would anyone listen to us? We're just a group of deviants 
talking about issues no one understands." I stepped toward 
Charlie, throwing my arms in the air. "Whatever mistake we 
make, the media exaggerates, and that's all people see. 
Every finding we make, we're lucky if the public even learns 
about it. If they do, good luck getting them to understand." 


"I know it sucks, but you should calm down, man," Taylor 
said, standing and moving to put a hand on my shoulder, 
which I pushed away. 


"Damn it, Taylor. I've been calm long enough. I spent the 
night in jail, I lost my newest client, and now Dolores is 
ready to call it quits and go back to London. My best friend 
gave up everything we worked on to get the same implants 
as everyone else, and the worst of it? I did it all to myself." I 
shoved a chair out of the way, and it impacted with the wall. 
"That's what we get for trying to help people. To hell with 
them." 


Sophie stood next to Taylor. "Maybe you should take some 
time off? Get it all off your chest. We'll think of something." 


I collapsed on the couch. "I'm done thinking." I stared down 
at my feet, breathing erratically. "I don't even know how 
they found out. They could be spying on us right now, and 
we wouldn't even know." 


"Who?" Sophie asked. 


"Prototek, the government, child services—how should I 
know?" I looked at Sophie, not bothering to hide my tears. 
“Whatever we did, it wasn't enough. They knew about Tina 
all along." 


Silence fell in the room once more. 
"Fuck," Taylor whispered to himself. 


Pepper hung up the phone and turned toward me."Oh, stop 
your whining, will you? It doesn't suit you." 


"Pardon me?" 


"You hit a road block." Pepper waved her hand dismissively. 
"Big deal. You think I quit when I was arrested? I did my 
time, then I went right back to protesting." 


"You never had your reputation ruined,” I said. 


"IT never had a damn reputation to begin with," Pepper 
replied. "Besides, it's only been a day, and your supporters 
online don't believe a word of it. Not with the stuff Tina's 
been saying." 


Every head turned toward Pepper. "What are you talking 
about?" Sophie asked. 


"Message boards, social media, you know?" Pepper said. 
"You people always say that's where the real action 
happens. Well, Tina's been active. She told her side of the 
story all right, said that Aaron saved her from the streets. 
People are eating up her story and asking her tons of 
questions. That woman you told me about, Susan? She's 
already planning a protest, and people are signing up." 


I stood and made my way toward Pepper's desk. "Let me 
see." 


She had a browser tab opened to the SenseOS forums. I 
scrolled through the thread, and sure enough, Tina had 
posted, giving her entire version of the facts. She even 
posted a picture of herself as proof. Apparently, she was all 
right, and her parents agreed to let her go implant-free for 
now, although she wasn't allowed outside of the house. 
More importantly, she called on everyone to support our 
movement and oppose Prototek and Nordica. 


I kept scrolling through the thread, where she answered 
questions. First, she told people that while Prototek was 
involved, Nordica wasn't any better. She also mentioned 
how she initially triggered neurotransmitter manipulation 
on purpose, even linking to her proof of concept. She 
answered questions about her time in Montreal, from her 
routine at Libresource to my breakfast habits. She stopped 


after a dozen questions, explaining that her parents were 
calling her and her online time was limited. Susan then took 
over the thread, asking who'd participate in a protest 
supportive of Libresource. 


I sat on the nearest chair. "I can't believe it," I whispered. 


"That Tina would have a few things to say?" Pepper 
chuckled. "Come on, Aaron, you're not that dumb. Girl's 
been learning from you. Of course she'd argue about it. As 
far as her parents go, you're the one who insisted she call 
them regularly. I'm sure that was worth an hour of Internet 
time." 


I smiled weakly. "Way to go, Tina." 


“Hold on a second," Taylor said, putting a finger up. "If Tina 
had access to the Internet, then I'm sure she did more than 
an AMA." He rolled his chair toward his desk, stretched his 
arms, and typed in a few commands. "Here we go, we got 
something through our Tor box." 


"You think it's from Tina?" Sophie asked. 


Taylor grinned. "Looks like a picture. She says it's how the 
cops knew she was hiding here." He clicked, and his 
features stiffened. "Fuck." 


"What?" I rushed over to him and gasped as I saw a clear 
picture of Tina and I working together at my desk. "Could it 
have been Joey's implants? He came in here with Kiva 
installed. Maybe a backdoor was used." 


"Couldn't be," Taylor said, his eyes glued to his screen. "Joey 
just stood at the entrance. This was taken from the back of 
the office." 


I turned my head toward the back, where Sophie's 
worktable was located. Sophie herself stood in front of it. 
Her face paled as she shook her head. "That's not possible. I 
swear, Aaron. I never installed anything." 


I took a deep breath. "You didn't need to." I surprised 
myself with how weak my voice sounded. "We always 
suspected that there was a backdoor in the proprietary 
firmware running behind SenseOS. It seems that now, we 
have proof." 


Chapter 14 


I sighed as I watched the setting sun from the driver's seat. 
A pop song started playing on the radio, prompting me to 
turn it off. I kept my eyes trained in front of me, not yet 
wanting to speak to my friends or even look at Ignacio's 
house on my left. 


"Well, now what?" Taylor asked. 


I turned to face him and Sophie, both sitting on the back 
seat. "Now, It's up to Sophie." 


Sophie wore a blindfold, afraid of what else could be seen 
through her eyes. We all agreed that she would have to 
cover her eyes, else she risked exposing Ignacio. "It's not 
like I have a choice." 


I closed my eyes. "I wish it didn't have to come to this." 
"This whole situation is just fucked," Taylor said. 
I frowned." Not now, Taylor." 


"I'm just saying that when you have the choice between 
some government asshole watching everything you do and 
Ignacio's scalpel, you're fucked." 


"Tabarnac, Taylor," Sophie said, swearing in French. "Shut 
the hell up." 


Taylor raised his hands. "All right, all right. Sorry." 


I stared at Ignacio's house. "Okay, Sophie. If you want to 
back out, no one will judge you." 


"I've thought about it." She gulped. "I need to do it. It was 
my choice to get implants. I was the one who thought 
SenseOS was safe. I'm the one who has to deal with the 
consequences." She took a deep breath. "I know what 
you're thinking, Aaron, but I'm not going to blame Nordica. 
I'm an engineer; I should be more careful about the 
technology I use." 


She searched the handle with her hand and opened the car 
door. I left the vehicle and followed her, with Taylor helping 
her walk. 


"So, this is where Ignacio slices people open," Taylor said. 
"Actually, doesn't look that bad. I really expected a child 
molester van." 


"Wait until you see the basement." I kept my voice low. 
"I'm trying not to think about it," Sophie whispered. 


We moved toward the door, and I knocked twice. It only 
took a few seconds for Ignacio's wife to open the door and 
invite us in with a smile. Taylor and Sophie sat at the 
kitchen table as she smiled again and left the room. Unlike 
my previous visit, the room was clean, and the sink free of 
dirty dishes. I poured myself a glass of water. 


“Not a chatty one, is she?" Taylor said. 


"She doesn't speak English," I explained. "Ignacio will have 
plenty to say, trust me." 


As if hearing my cue, Ignacio stepped in through the same 
door his wife left through. "Indeed I do, my friend. I'm so 
happy you all came to me. I saw the news about you, Aaron, 
but I didn't believe a word of it. 'Aaron is a good man,’ | 
said. It's just made-up rubbish to make you look bad." 


I stood and shook the man's hand. "Ignacio." 


"Always a pleasure," he said."So, we're getting rid of 
Sophie's implants, are we?" 


Sophie stood with Taylor's help. "Nordica's spying on me 
through my implants. I can't live like this." 


"Horrible, horrible," Ignacio said with exaggerated hand 
gestures. "Is this why you wear the blindfold?" 


"I didn't want to risk exposing you," Sophie said. 


"How thoughtful." Ignacio placed a hand on my shoulder. 
"Isn't she thoughtful? She's so thoughtful. Just for that, I'm 
giving you a discount." 


Sophie gulped."I was going to ask about that." 


“Of course, of course." Ignacio turned toward Sophie as he 
kept gesticulating with his hands. "You're a good friend, 
Sophie, and a good customer. Just for you, I make it one 
thousand. I get rid of all your implants, and you can rest 
here as long as you want." 


Sophie motioned for her purse. She'd stopped at the bank 
earlier, picking up enough money to cover such expenses. 


I took her aside, raising a hand at Ignacio to ask him to 
wait. "Are you sure about this?" I whispered. "That's a lot of 
money." 


"T have to," she said. "Even if I left Libresource, I couldn't 
keep on going, knowing what they can do to me. I kepta 
rainy day fund for something like this, don't worry." 


"All right." I moved aside, but kept my eyes trained on 
Ignacio. 


Sophie walked toward Ignacio. "Deal." She opened her 
purse. Taylor moved in to help her get the money and count 
it before giving it to Ignacio. Her hand shook. Either she 
was nervous at the prospect of the operation or at the loss 
of what was no doubt a significant amount of money for her. 
Ignacio, however, didn't even seem to notice her discomfort 
as he grinned while counting the bills. 


“Good, good," he said. "We can begin right away. Just follow 
me. The rest of you can wait here. We should be done in two 
hours. Three at the most." 


“Do you want me to come with you?" I asked Sophie before 
Ignacio had a chance to take her away. 


"I'll be fine," Sophie said. "I just want to get this over with." 


I kept staring at her until she was down the basement 
stairs. 


Taylor motioned for me to follow him. "Come on, let's see 
what's on TV." 
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A sigh escaped my lips while Taylor stared blankly at the TV. 
I considered engaging him in conversation but couldn't 
think of anything to say. We'd been sitting for five hours 
while Ignacio performed the operation. I was sipping on a 
now cold cup of coffee that Ignacio's wife had brought me 
an hour ago. 


A soccer match with commentary in Spanish was on. Fast, 
overly energetic voices argued about the game, not that I 


understood any of it. I'd never really taken the time to 
figure out the sport. I picked up the remote and flipped 
through the channels. I found some cartoons, infomercials, 
a porno movie that seemed to rouse Taylor from his trance, 
and finally settled on a rerun of the evening's Tracy 
Tonight. Perhaps she'd have more to say about smart 
implants. 


“Now our next guest," Tracy said with her usual calm 
demeanor, "is a psychiatrist and professor at McGill 
university who studied many would-be revolutionaries. 
Doctor Armand Sinclair is the author of Anxiety and 
Revolution, a book about the stress individuals who try to 
bring social change go through." 


The camera panned to show a man with short gray hair and 
a thick beard. His suit seemed a tad too large for him as he 
stretched his arm to shake Tracy's hand. 


"Welcome to Tracy Tonight, Doctor Sinclair." 


"Thank you, Tracy," he said with an impish smile. "I'm glad 
to be here." 


Tracy leaned back on her seat." Doctor Sinclair, you've been 
following the latest development in the smart implant 
debate. Would you care to talk us through your 
interpretation of it all?" 


"Certainly," Sinclair said." Like with any major change to 
society, we see resistance sometimes bordering on 
paranoia. When a majority accepts the new, in this case 
technology, we always see a minority rejecting said change. 
In some cases, it can lead to extreme behavior." 


Tracy nodded. "So, you believe the anti-implant movement 
to be misguided?" 


"Not entirely. There is an argument for criticizing the ethics 
of implant use, but to reject the technology entirely is 
ridiculous. The same way we created laws to control the 
Internet, we must now do the same with smart implants." 


I cringed at Sinclair's answer. Internet legislation often 
favored corporations over individuals, and smart implants 
seemed to be heading in the same direction. 


“You do not believe that the accusations against Prototek 
have any value to them?" 


Sinclair chuckled and waved his finger. "We still don't know 
for sure, my dear. I would rather wait for the official 
investigation results rather than theorize without proof." 
His lighthearted tone led me to believe that he'd already 
dismissed our documents. "I certainly don't have the 
expertise to interpret Mr. Flynn's findings." 


"Which brings us to Aaron Flynn," Tracy said. 


I leaned forward and clenched my fists, expecting yet 
another character assassination. 


"An interesting man." Sinclair crossed his legs and settled 
more comfortably on his chair. "And a classic case of 
messiah complex. It's quite common for individuals in his 
position to surround themselves with like-minded people 
who mirror their own opinion, therefore reinforcing them. 
People like him feel tremendous pressure from society to 
adapt to the norm, and will use whatever means they can to 
resist such pressure. Thus, they create their own norm." 


"You're talking about the alleged kidnapping of a teenage 
girl?" 


"In part," Sinclair continued. "From what I could find out, 
the girl was a follower of his. I believe that Mr. Flynn's 
desire to have a family of his own who shares in his values 
might have prompted his criminal act." 


I groaned and almost switched the channel. Curiosity, 
however, go the better of me, and I kept watching. J 
suppose it could be useful to find out what they have to say 
about me. 


"Your analysis surprises me," Tracy said. "A man like Mr. 
Flynn would have multiple associates. He was, in fact, on 
this show a few months ago, and he didn't seem like an 
unstable individual." 


"I didn't say unstable." Sinclair raised a finger. "Merely 
isolated. As I said earlier, I'm certain that he surrounds 
himself with like-minded individuals, but society at large 
rejects him." He poked the air with one of his fingers and 
his eyes glimmered blue. "I have some interesting statistics 
here. Two thousand people joined the latest anti-implant 
protest in Ottawa, but if we look at the most recent survey, 
only ten percent of the population expressed concern over 
smart implant security, and a mere two percent voiced a 
desire to have their implants removed." 


"Interesting." Tracy leaned on her desk. "You don't seem to 
believe this movement can gain any real traction." 


Sinclair chuckled, which only served to infuriate me. "1 
place more trust in the official investigation that was born 
of this movement, as you Call it. If Prototek truly did 
interfere in the Winnipeg bi-election, then the true winner 
will be Nordica. I can't imagine a future in which society as 
a whole rejects smart implants." 


"Well, that's certainly an interesting point of view." Tracy 
smiled as the camera panned back to her. "We'll be back 
after a few short messages, and we'll talk about the 
challenges people who live without implants have to deal 
with." 


I turned off the TV. Taylor had begun to doze off, and I 
decided not to wake him up. Better let him rest. I knew I 
should do the same, but didn't feel tired in the least. Ignacio 
was Still operating on Sophie in the basement. I wanted to 
check on her, but knew better than to disturb a surgeon in 
the middle of his operation. 


I made my way to the backyard, nodding at Ignacio's wife 
on the way. She was sitting at the dining room table, playing 
solitaire by herself with an old deck of cards. She barely 
seemed to register my presence as I opened the door and 
stepped outside. The sun had set, but the temperature was 
still warm, although I wished I had brought my jacket. Still, 
the night air would do me some good. I looked down ata 
plastic chair but decided not to sit on it as it was covered in 
a copious amount of dust. 


My phone was in my hand. I hadn't even noticed that I 
picked it up from my pocket. I had missed a few text 
messages. One was from Sophie and dated all the way back 
to my arrest, while the other four were from Rebecca. They 
read like she was in the middle of a panic attack. 


I sighed as I looked up my sister's number and dialed her 
up. The hour was late, but knowing her, she hadn't gone to 
bed yet. "Hello?" she answered, her voice groggy. 


"Hey," I said. "It's Aaron." 


Hearing my voice seemed to wake her up. "Where the hell 
are you? I kept reading about you getting arrested. Christ, 


you know the trouble I had to go through to keep Mom from 
seeing articles about you?" 


"Relax," I said. "I'm okay. The case is being blown out of 
proportion by the media." 


"They said you kidnapped a kid." 


I sighed again. "I took in a girl who lived in the streets and 
let her stay in my apartment rather than on the streets, if 
you must know." 


"I just wish you'd stay out of trouble." Rebecca's voice 
weaker than usual."I'm tired, Aaron. I'm tired of seeing 
your name in the paper, of wondering when you'll get 
arrested, and having to explain to Mom why people on TV 
are laughing at her son." 


I massaged my temples as I sat on the dirty chair. "I won't 
fight with you, Rebecca. You know why everything I do is 
important." 


"They wanted me to talk about you on TV, you know," she 
said. "On Tracy Tonight. They were doing a segment, 
wanted to know if you were insane or something." 


“And what did you tell them?" I kept my voice straight, not 
wanting another fight. 


"I told them no. I just don't want any part of your fight. I'm 
tired of it all." 


"For what it's worth," I said, "I'm sorry you got dragged into 
this." 


"Yeah." A moment of silence passed before she continued. 
"Look, I'll probably regret offering you this, but why don't 


you come stay with me and Karl for a few days? Just forget 
about work, get things in perspective. It wouldn't hurt for 
you and Mom to spend some time together, too." 


"Thank you, but I can't. I still have work to do. I know you 
don't understand, but I can't just give up. I have people who 
depend on me. I just wanted to know that you and Mom 
were okay." 


"We'll survive," her voice was softer, like I hadn't heard in 
years. "I just hope you have someone. Not just kids who 
look up to you, but someone close you can lean on." 


I stared at a swing set in the neighbor's backyard. "I think I 
do." 


I turned off the phone after wishing my sister a good night 
and stared at the night sky. While the city lights hid most of 
the stars, I could still appreciate the sight. Somehow, this 
vastness made my troubles feel small. 


"Mr. Flynn," Ignacio's wife said with a heavy accent. I 
turned my head and found her motioning for me to come 
inside. 


I nodded and returned to the living room, finding Ignacio 
wearing a blood-stained apron and standing next toa 
groggy-looking Taylor. "Ah, Aaron," he said with a wide grin. 
"It's done. I took out Sophie's implant, and I'm about to 
wake her up." 


"Is she okay?" I asked, my heartbeat racing. 


"Oh yes," he said. "The operation was a big success. Come, 
come. She'll want to see you both." 


Taylor and I followed Ignacio downstairs. I recognized the 
place from my previous visit, although it wasn't as clean. 
Sophie lay on her belly, surrounded by the heavy tarp 
Ignacio kept around his operating table. As I moved closer, I 
noticed a heavy bandage around her right hand, and 
another one on the back of her neck. Bloody scalpels were 
left in a metal container, next to a second one with both her 
spinal implant and payment chip. 


I gulped, then glanced at Ignacio. "Is it safe to wake her 
up?" 


"Oh yes, absolutely. She won't have an easy time moving her 
head for a few days, but she should make a full recovery." 
He injected her with the content of a syringe. 


Sophie's extremities started moving as I made my way in 
front of her and knelt. While she was on her chest, I could 
look at her face if I laid down. I wanted her to see my face 
as she regained consciousness. 


Hey eyelids flickered before opening. She gasped softly as I 
forcefully smiled at her. "Hey there," I said. 


Her eyes were milky white. "Aaron?" she said. "I can't see." 
I glared at Ignacio, who held his hand up. 


"Perfectly normal. Like I told you, the lenses can't be 
removed, and it'll take a while for your eyes to adjust to the 
lack of signal going to them. You might also notice some 
stiffness in your toes and fingers. Nothing to worry about. I 
do have some pills if the headaches get too bad." 


I frowned. Now was not a good time for Ignacio to try to sell 
us contraband painkillers. "Are you okay, Sophie?" 


"T think so." Her voice was coarse and weak. 


Taylor moved next to me. "Take your time," he said, his 
voice soft. "I'll be here if you need anything." 


"I just want to sleep," she said. "I'm tired." She mumbled a 
few words in French before closing her eyes again. 
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I made eye contact with the young man working the hotel's 
reception desk as the phone rang. Deciding to follow 
Rebecca's suggestion, I'd made my way to Dolores's hotel 
while Sophie recuperated. Taylor had offered to stay at her 
side, which gave me time to straighten things up. 


"Oi-oi? ,"" Charlie said on the other end. His voice lacked 
energy. The man hadn't slept much, if at all. 


"It's Aaron." 


“How did the operation go?" I could hear the concern in 
Charlie's shaking voice. 


I sighed softly. "Well enough. Sophie's resting for now. Her 
vision's blurry, but I was told that it's normal for the first 
few hours." 


"That's a relief." His tone softened. "You're here to see 
Dolores?" 


"If she'll see me. I had some time to think, and I'd like to 
explain myself to her." 


"Hold on." I heard muffled voices. Charlie argued that I 
would just wait in the lobby for one of them to leave the 


hotel. Finally, he picked up the phone again. "All right. 
Come on up." 


I let go of a breath as I handed the phone back to the 
receptionist and made my way to the elevator. I felt out of 
place in the luxurious decor, with the hotel's staff ignoring 
my wrinkled shirt, tired eyes, and unkempt beard in 
desperate need of a trim. A mirror in the back of the 
elevator reminded me just how bad I looked, having only 
gotten a few hours’ sleep since my incarceration. 


I brushed my hair with my hand before walking to room 
number two one four, where Dolores was staying. I took a 
deep breath and knocked on the door. 


"Yes?" 


I opened the door and found Dolores staring outside the 
window by herself. Charlie was nowhere to be found. " Hey," 
I said. "Can I come in?" 


She nodded, although she didn't turn to face me. 


I walked in and closed the door. "I figured we should talk," I 
said, still standing near the entrance. 


The only sound that came from Dolores was heavy 
breathing. 


“Look, I understand that you're angry. To be honest, I'm 
pretty angry at myself right now. I keep replaying 
everything that happened in my head, trying to make some 
sense out of it. Tina's gone. We found out that Sophie's 
implants were used to spy on us, and she just had them 
removed. I barely got any sleep in the last forty-eight 
hours." I was both pleading and stuttering in my speech, 
but I didn't care. 


"As for you, you gave up a lot to help me. I can't begin to 
imagine what it's like, being confined to this chair over 
something you're not even sure you believe in. For what it's 
worth, I understand why you're angry. I would be, too, in 
your situation. The truth is though, that I need you, and I 
think you need me, too. This is a screwed-up situation we're 
in. We both gave up a lot." 


"Yes." Dolores turned her wheelchair around. "We did. And 
you're throwing it all away for what? Some daddy fantasy 
with a teenage girl?" 


"It's not like that at all!" I snapped." You've seen Tina. She 
wasn't a prisoner, and I treated her right." 


“Not what I said," Dolores continued. The electric sound of 
her wheelchair grated my ears as she moved toward me. 
"You took the girl under your wing, ignoring the 
consequences of your actions. I told you that Prototek 
would use any skeletons they find in your closet against you, 
and then you went and hid a girl from her parents. Just how 
daft can you be, Aaron?" 


"I was protecting her," I argued." Her parents wanted her 
to get implants, which is why she ran away in the first place. 
What do you think would have happened had I returned her 
to her family? She would have ran away again, or been 
stuck using technology we now know brainwashes people 
into thinking the way Prototek and Nordica wants them to 
think." 


Dolores sighed. "And now, where is she?" 


I sat down on the bed. "Back with her family, and still 
without implants. I'm not allowed to talk to her, but she told 
her side of the story online. I think her parents are more 
sympathetic to her point of view now, but I'm not sure." 


"And you never touched her?" 


“How can you even ask me that? Of course I never touched 
her. You know as well as I do that some media outlets will 
invent stories out of nothing, especially when it fits their 
narrative." 


She moved closer to me and glared severely into my eyes. 
"You should have told me." 


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. "Yes, I probably 
should have. Sophie said the same, that hiding information 
from you would only cause problems in the long run." 


“Cause problems? Is that what you think?" Dolores 
snapped." You did more than cause problems, Aaron. 
Everything you stood for? Gone. What else are you lying 
about? How can I possibly trust you now?" 


An exasperated sigh escaped my lips. "You tell me, Dolores. 
You're the one who came to me. I never claimed to be 
perfect or to have all the answers." I clenched my fist as the 
tone of my voice rose. "I didn't force you to leak the damn 
documents or remove your implants. You did that. You 
decided to come to me, and don't pretend like you didn't 
know exactly what you were getting into." 


“Don't you put the blame on me!" she yelled. Her hand 
shook, and I could tell she wanted nothing more than to 
stand up and stare me down. "I did more than my fair 
share. I got you those 'damn documents' you needed so 
much, and even paid for your bloody lawyer. All you had to 
do was behave like a normal person for a few months, and 
you couldn't even get that right." 


I shook my head." You know, maybe you're right. Maybe 
taking Tina in wasn't my brightest moment. You're not 


exactly blameless yourself, though. How many skeletons do 
you have in your closet, Dolores? Just because you somehow 
developed a conscience doesn't mean you're not 
responsible for all the crap you did as a Prototek exec. What 
about the Asian sweatshops where you make implants? Just 
how many children have been mistreated just so you could 
sell your precious implants a few dollars cheaper?" 


She gasped. "I can't believe you just went this low. Do you 
honestly believe I'm responsible for everything Prototek 
did? I handled public relations. I came up with hashtags 
and ad campaigns. Do you really understand so little that 
you think I made all the decisions?" 


I took a deep breath and stared outside the window. As 
angry as I was, Dolores wasn't the one I should take it out 
on. "All right, all right." I raised my hands. "I'm sorry. I think 
we both needed to get things off our chest." 


"Maybe." She sounded hesitant, but her gaze softened. 


I sat down on the bed." The question is, where do we go 
from here?" 


"IT don't know, Aaron." She shook her head. "I suppose I 
could return to London." 


"You could, and I won't blame you if you do." I forced an 
uneasy smile." Or you could stay here. You're right that I 
should have been honest with you from the start. In fact, we 
both should have been." 


"Maybe." She averted her eyes. "Probably." 


We both fell silent. She was sitting right in front of me, but 
it felt as if we were miles apart. I thought about our first 


night, how implants didn't seem to matter. Was all of it just 
one big lie we told ourselves? 


"As for you," the words came out of their own volition, "I 
think you need someone. You hide it well, but I can tell that 
you're struggling. You can't live your entire life in this hotel 
room, and I don't think Charlie can take care of you forever. 
I know you don't like talking about the chair, but you need 
someone who will listen and try to understand." 


"It's just so hard," she whispered. She still couldn't look at 
me. 


I moved closer to her and spoke softly. "Most people 
wouldn't have been able to go through what you did, 
Dolores. You're absolutely right. You sacrificed everything, 
and I squandered it." 


"I suppose we both need each other." She slowly rose her 
head and looked in my direction. "I never told you, but I 
think that the reason I invited you back to my hotel room 
when we first met was because I sensed how lonely you 
Were.’ 


I smiled and looked into her eyes. She nodded, allowing me 
to move closer as our lips met. I took her in my arms and 
kissed her, closing my eyes and taking in the moment. Her 
breath stank, but I knew mine probably didn't fare any 
better. She placed her hand on the back of my head. I 
forgot about implants, about Tina, about Prototek, and 
about everything else life had thrown at me. 


I slowly opened my eyes as we broke the kiss. 
"Thank you," she said. "I needed that." 


"So did I." We shared another smile. 


I stood up and caught a glimpse of my reflection in the 
mirror opposite the bed, again noticing how tired and 
beaten I looked. "I need to do something about this." 


"You do need a shave." 


"Not just that," I continued. "I need to tell my side of the 
story." 


“You mean on your blog?" 


I nodded. "To the entire world, just like Tina did." 
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I wrote a few words on a piece of paper, although I had no 
idea how effective they would be. I showed Tina's post to 
Dolores, helping her understand my position. I was under 
no illusion that public opinion about me would change 
overnight. Still, speaking out couldn't hurt. I figured I'd still 
follow common sense, however, and contacted Kara Chi 
beforehand, who surprisingly gave the plan her blessing. 


Charlie, who allowed me to use his laptop, gave me a 
thumbs up as I stared at his webcam and took a deep 
breath. I was still in the hotel room, although we made sure 
nothing but a white wall would be seen behind me. Here 
goes nothing, I thought to myself. 


"My name is Aaron Flynn," I began." Most of you probably 
read about me in the papers lately, how I allegedly 
kidnapped a child. There was a lot of exaggeration involved, 
and I want to set the record straight. Tina, the girl in 
question, did the same. She went online and told her 
version of what happened. Now, it's my turn. 


"I first met Tina when she volunteered at the Libresource 
office. Before any of you start wondering why a teenager 
would come work at a company like mine, you need to 
understand the nature of free software. In short, anyone 
can write and improve code. No one has to ask permission 
to modify software or hack devices. A lot of the software 
used every day is free software. Even Nordica uses free 
snippets of code in their implants. Prototek relies on free 
and open encryption protocols internally. A lot of people use 
Opentouch on older smart phones. One of my previous 
projects, and also free software. Sometimes, companies like 
Libresource provide the bulk of the effort, but individuals 
can also contribute. Old men, career businesswomen, 
students, construction workers, doctors, teachers, and yes, 
even teenage girls can volunteer their time and effort." 


I straightened myself on my seat." Libresource isn't only a 
workplace. It's also an open hacker space where anyone 
can come and work on their projects as long as said 
projects are openly shared. This is what Tina wanted. We 
only found out later that she was homeless, and then I ask 
you, what would you have done in my place? The girl had no 
intention of going back to her family. They wanted to force 
her to get inmplants—something she was dead set against. I 
had the choice between offering her a place to eat and 
sleep, or throwing her back on the streets. 


"I'm not going to sit here and ask you to change your mind 
about me. If you think I was in the wrong, then so be it. 
What I ask, however, is that you don't condemn the entire 
free software movement over the actions of one man. What 
companies like Prototek and Nordica are doing is a travesty. 
Think what you will about me, but don't forget the larger 
issue. Are you really willing to let the device in your head 
decide what you should buy and who you should vote for? 
Who knows what else implants are capable of doing?" 


I leaned forward, toward the camera. "Right now, Canada is 
investigating smart implants in order to determine if they 
really can affect the outcome of democracy. A growing 
movement in the United States wants to create implant-free 
zones. Germany is demanding that the full source code and 
blueprints be studied by government officials. Wherever 
you live, something is going on. This is what we should be 
focusing our efforts on. Learn about the real problems, and 
get involved. I can promise you that if I did something 
wrong, I will be punished. The same can't be said of 
Prototek and Nordica." 


I nodded at Charlie, who stopped recording. "All right mate. 
I'll clean it up and post it online." 


Dolores moved toward me."Good job, Aaron. I hope it 
helps." 


I turned to look at her. "I hope so. Either way, saying it all 
out loud felt good. Thank you for everything." 


We kissed again. 


Chapter15 


Masses of protesters looked up at me as I climbed on the 
back of a pickup truck. For all my experience as an activist, 
I'd never felt all that comfortable with public speaking. I 
took a deep breath as I scanned the crowd with my eyes, 
finding a plethora of eager faces and various signs 
attacking Prototek, Nordica, the government, or other pro- 
implant organizations. I even saw a sign with my portrait in 
black and white, adorned with the word "resist." 


The plan was to march for two hours toward Prototek's 
Montreal offices. A leak had revealed that RCMP 
investigators would be visiting there during the day, and 
that it was to be their final visit. Both the lack of 
transparency and speed of the investigation had shocked 
many an activist, myself included. Susan rushed her plans 
and got a sizable crowd together in a short amount of time. 
She'd invited me to speak and participate in the march. Of 
course, I'd accepted without hesitation. 


I waved at the cheering crowd as my name was chanted. I 
counted two thousand, maybe two and a half thousand 
people, although it was hard to make out. Susan smiled as 
she handed me a speakerphone. 


"Who's ready to get Prototek and Nordica out of our 
heads?" I yelled through the speakerphone, a bit surprised 
at the sound of my own resonating voice. I tried as hard as I 
could to sound cheerful and encouraging. It had been three 
weeks since my arrest, but the experience still weighted 
heavily on my mind. 


Another wave of cheers accompanied signs being waved in 
the air. I had to keep myself from chuckling at the sight of 


two teenagers wearing brown jackets with elbow patches, 
similar to the one I often wore during public appearances. I 
actually had it on. 


"When I began protesting smart implants," I continued, 
“everyone said I was wasting my time. They said I opposed 
progress." I raised my hand to placate the boos. "Progress 
at the expense of the population, however, is no progress at 
all. We have the right to know what the technology we use 
does. We have the right to decide which technology we 
want or don't want to use, and how we'll use it." 


I took a breath, letting the crowd take in my words. "Earlier 
this week, we learned that investigators would be looking 
into Prototek's activities. I applaud them for doing it, but 
not for the secrecy behind it. All of it is happening too 
quickly. This investigation should be done in the open. We 
have the right to know exactly what Prototek and Nordica 
are up to, what their devices are capable of, and then have 
the ability to make an informed decision as to whether or 
not we want to use their implants. 


"I'm glad so many of you came here to help send a message. 
Our leaders have to understand that we won't give up and 
let a few corporations take over our lives. I, for one, will 
never use implants as long as any proprietary software or 
hardware is included. Even if I were to get implanted, I 
don't want to see a society where everyone is forced to use 
such technology. I'm sure none of you want that, either." 


A wave of cheers met my speech. Charlie led a chant from 
the front of the group. "Down with Prototek! Down with 
Nordica!" 


I grinned. " Now, let's go litter Prototek's front door with 
flyers, shall we?" 


I hopped off the back of the truck as the march began. 


Susan moved next to me. "Great speech. I'm glad you could 
make it." 


"I wouldn't have missed it," I replied. I took in the sight 
another time. Even without my vantage point, the protest 
seemed huge. "And good work keeping the movement alive. 
I owe you a lot." 


“Dude, we're the ones who owe you everything.” She patted 
me on the back as she joined in the chants. 


Pepper was in the front, managing to keep a healthy pace 
despite relying on her cane. I approached her and offered 
my arm, which she accepted. "Good speech," she said. " You 
should come to these things more often." 


"T'll definitely make more of an effort," I said. "Wasn't Taylor 
supposed to come with you?" 


She waved her hand dismissively. "He's with Sophie. She 
wasn't feeling too good, so he's spending the day with her. 


I nodded. While the operation had been a success, Sophie 
seldom left her apartment now that she was implant-free. I 
visited her a few times, and she seemed in good shape, 
although I couldn't even begin to fathom what the 
experience had been like for her. All of us in the free 
software movement feared the kind of surveillance she'd 
fallen victim to. What Nordica did to her was nothing short 
of a violation. 


"They're sure missing something," Charlie said. 


"Yeah, it's a decent turnout," Pepper said. "Not the biggest 
protest I've seen, but decent." 


"It's more than decent," Charlie said. He then yelled for 
everyone to hear. "Fuck Prototek in the arse!" 


The crowd laughed and cheered, and two girls joined 
Charlie in shouting anti-Prototek slogans as the march 
picked up in earnest. 


I shook my head as I spoke to Pepper. "As much as I 
appreciate Charlie's enthusiasm, this march won't be 
enough. Most people have already made up their mind, and 
I'm fairly certain their implants will trick them into ignoring 
us." 


"Or they just get distracted," Pepper said." Rose used to say 
that any revolution would first need all TVs to stop working 
before people got off their asses and did something." 


A chuckle escaped my lips. "It would certainly help. If 
implants all stopped working out of the blue, it would solve 
most of our problems." 


"Didn't Sophie make some jammer for that?" 


"She did, but it only blocks the signal. The implants 
themselves still work. Many apps still gather data if there's 
no signal and send it all once the connection is 
reestablished." 


She raised an eyebrow. "So it's useless?" 
"Let's just say it's not as useful as we'd hope," I said. 


Susan and a tall man with the same dark skin tone started a 
chant. "Get your ads out of our heads!" They held hands, 
which made me assume the man was her boyfriend. 


The crowd responded in kind, even Pepper and I joining in. 
I turned back to look at everyone, my heart racing at the 
sight of so many people singing in unison. Charlie, who was 
walking with a group of hippies a few meters behind me, 
gave me a thumbs-up. 


We kept walking, with the occasional vehicle honking at us. 
I even saw a few drivers cheer. Most bystanders, however, 
scoffed at the demonstration. A man even recognized me 
and yelled, "Child molester!" from his car. 


The crowd booed the man, which prompted him to close his 
window and drive away as police officers eyed everyone 
involved. I allowed myself a smile. Even if only a minority 
supported me, I still had to admit to a sense of satisfaction, 
being surrounded by such a group. 


We kept on walking. A series of slogans in French were 
shouted in unison by the crowd. I wanted to join in, but 
Pepper stumbled, and I helped her up. 


"Let me know if you've had enough," I said. 


She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. "You're worse 
than Rose was. The message we're sending is worth an 
aching hip." 


I smiled at her as we kept walking, passing a series of 
frustrated drivers who would no doubt arrive late at work. 
sometimes wondered if blocking traffic truly was the best 
way to gain support, but at least it gave people hope. Two 
thousand people might not be large enough a number for 
true change, but each and every one of them now knew 
they weren't alone. That had to count for something. 


— 


We turned a corner onto a narrow residential street, and I 
cursed under my breath at the sight of another group 


blocking the path. They waved signs with both Prototek and 
Nordica logos, sporting slogans such as "Let us have our 
implants’ and "Aaron Flynn is a child molester." A line of 
policemen already stood in front of the anti-protest, no 
doubt expecting trouble. I knew that Prototek shills had 
been running a character assassination campaign on social 
media, but I didn't expect it to spark an actual protest. In 
hindsight, that had been naive on my part. 


I frowned. "Just what we need," I whispered to Pepper. I 
cursed myself for not keeping tabs on the opposition's social 
media groups. 


"This isn't good," she replied as she turned her head from 
one protester to the next. 


I glanced at two police vans parked across the street. The 
pro-implant group was much smaller than ours, with maybe 
three hundred people. Still, it only took one person to 
overreact, and I had no doubt the police would be ready for 
it. 


"I see him!" a man on the other side yelled as he pointed in 
my direction. "The fucker's right there." 


I was searching for something to say when Susan and her 
boyfriend moved in front of me. "Aaron Flynn is a hero!" 
Susan yelled as she outstretched her arms as if to protect 
me. 


I placed a hand on her shoulder. "Please, don't." I tried to 
keep my voice quiet, so only Susan and her boyfriend would 
hear me. 


"Don't worry,’ the boyfriend said with a wide smile. "We'll 
protect you." 


The police tightened their barrier between the two groups 
as slogans where chanted on both sides. I gulped at the 
sight of an unflattering caricature of myself being waved by 
a fat woman in the middle of the opposing group. 


"This could get ugly," Pepper whispered in my ear. 


“How can we possibly get out?" I whispered back. 
"Everyone here is staring at me." I forced a weak smile as 
some of my supporters started chanting my name. 


I took a deep breath. "Stay calm!" I urged. "There's nothing 
to be gained through conflict." 


A few people echoed my call for calm, but it didn't seem to 
have much effect as the crowd grew restless. A police 
officer reached for his radio, no doubt calling for backup. 


"Shit like this never ends well," Pepper said, breathing 
erratically. "People will panic, the cops will rush the crowd, 
and it'll all go to hell." 


“Remain calm!" I yelled again. "If someone attacks you, 
don't fight back." I could barely hear my own voice within 
the chaos. 


I couldn't tell where exactly it came from, but an object was 
thrown from someone on my side. It impacted against a 
man's arm with a pop and even though it was several 
meters away, an overpowering stench reached my nose. 
"Stinkbomb!" a woman yelled. A group of young men from 
the other side charged through and managed to pusha 
police officer aside, rushing into our group. 


I had no desire to find out what would happen next. I held 
Pepper close to me, shielding her with my body. I managed 
to make eye contact with Charlie, who stretched a hand in 


my direction, unable to navigate the crowd. He yelled 
something, but I couldn't make out the words over the 
noise. 


"Stay with me," a male voice said. I took a glance and 
recognized Susan's boyfriend, or at least I thought I did. I 
guided Pepper toward the voice, seeing no other option but 
to trust my benefactor. 


I took a few steps, bumping into other protesters. A small 
object flew through the sky and crashed to my left, where 
Pepper leaned on my arm. I only realized too late what it 
was as heavy smoke covered the area. Pepper coughed 
moments before my eyes watered as if a thousand pins had 
penetrated them. I doubled over. My lungs burned. 


I felt something push me and had no choice but to stumble 
in the direction where I was herded. I tried to find Pepper 
with my hand, but between the confusion and the blindness 
caused by what I could only assume was tear gas, I had no 
idea where she could be. 


"Follow me," my benefactor said. I couldn't see him well, 
but I recognized his voice. "I'm getting you out of here." 


"Pepper," I managed to say through heavy coughing. 
"Where is she?" 


"She's here," the man said as I was dragged away. I still 
couldn't see; there were shadows blocking the light. "Not 
far now. We need to get away from the crowd." 


My sight slowly returned, and I found myself walking in an 
alley, although I couldn't make out the specifics. My 
benefactor's blurry form walked near me. "Where are we 
going?" I managed to say. 


"I have a friend who lives close by." 


I could hardly make out the man's features, but he seemed 
to be carrying something in his arms." Pepper?" I asked. 


"She needs to go to the hospital," he said. "We won't get 
help until things calm down and the cops leave. I'm a nurse 
though. I can help." 


We left the alley and headed toward an apartment building. 
I couldn't make out a lot, only that there was at least a 
second floor, as a circular staircase went upwards. Luckily, 
the man made for a door on the first floor. "Jodie," he yelled 
as he banged his fist on a door. "Open up. It's Craig." 


The door opened, revealing a silhouette. "Jesus fuck," a 
female voice said. "Come on in." 


Craig walked inside carrying Pepper, and I followed close 
behind. I found a chair and collapsed on it as Pepper was 
placed on a longer couch. 


"I'll get water," the woman who opened the door said. 


I buried my face in my hands and breathed in and out. Here 
I was, hiding in a stranger's house with Pepper, who lay 
injured on the couch next to me. What was I thinking? Of 
course Prototek would stage a counterprotest. They had 
trolls riling people up on Friendhub for weeks. For all I 
know, they even paid people on my side to start trouble. 


“Want some water, Mr. Flynn?" Craig asked as he handed 
me a glass. I accepted it with a nod and drank, emptying 
the glass in a single shot. 


I looked up and found him helping Pepper drink from a 
second glass. "Thank you," I said. 


He nodded at me. "I know how much my girlfriend cares 
about you. To be honest, I've been warming up to what you 
have to say, too. Either way, I wouldn't have let a woman of 
her age alone in that situation." 


"You said you're a nurse, right?" 


"Yup," he said. My eyes were getting better, and I got to 
take a better look at him, recognizing him as Susan's 
boyfriend from the protest. He was a black man of average 
height with short hair and a thin frame. We seemed to be in 
a typical student apartment, with most furniture looking 
like it had been bought used. I was sitting on an aging 
wooden chair opposite the larger pale green couch where 
Pepper lay. A table in the middle of the room was full of 
various textbooks as well as a filled ashtray, which was 
consistent with the smell of cigarettes. 


"So, you all were at the protest?" The same woman who'd 
opened the door asked. I turned my head and found a 
young woman with long, dark hair standing in the hallway 
separating the room we were in from a small kitchen. She 
wore gray sweatpants and a tank top. No doubt this was 
her apartment. 


I nodded. "Yes. We got caught by a tear gas grenade in the 
confusion. I don't think Pepper would have made it without 
your friend's help." 


"Craig's a nice guy like that," she said with a weak smile. 
She stepped forward and extended her hand. "I'm Jodie, 
and you already met Craig." 


"Aaron," I said as I shook her hand. 


"Wait," she said."Aren't you the guy they're always talking 
about?" 


A weak chuckle escaped my lips. "I suppose I am." 


She beamed at Craig. "Man, Susan keeps talking about you. 
Apparently the two of you have been emailing? Where is 
she, anyways?" 


Craig sighed. "I don't know. We got separated in the 
confusion, and I just wanted to get to your place. I didn't 
want to risk looking for her with an injured senior." 


I looked down. "I hope she's okay. She shielded me during 
the protest." I forced myself to look Craig in the eyes. 
"Either way, I owe the two of you my thanks." 


“Don't mention it," Craig said. His eyes glimmered. "Good, 
an ambulance is on its way." 


I raised an eyebrow. "Implants?" 


He massaged the back of his neck. "Yeah, and Prototek, too. 
Susan keeps bugging me to get SenseOS, but I'd need to 
switch to Nordica first, and you know how expensive that 
is." 


"It's fine. I won't judge the man who might have saved 
Pepper's life. How is she, by the way?" 


"Okay for now," Craig said. "She's got a few bruises, maybe 
a broken arm. Her eyes will probably be swollen for a few 
days." 


Jodie dragged a chair and sat at the end of the central 
coffee table. "What was she doing at a protest like that 
anyway?" 


“Pepper's been going to marches and protests most of her 
life. I imagine it isn't her first brush with tear gas or the riot 


police. I'll admit that I would have preferred for her to stay 
home, but who am I to discourage potential supporters? 
This was supposed to be a peaceful march, after all." 


"For all the good it did," Craig said. "Why would people 
protest for Prototek, anyway?" 


"It probably started with hired trolls." I sighed. "It wouldn't 
be the first time this happens. They rile people up online 
and get a protest started. They probably used all the 
garbage that's been said about me as an excuse." 


Jodie blinked. "That's messed up." 


I stretched my arms. "Either way, I just hope it doesn't 
affect the investigation. People need to understand how 
critical the situation is." 


"Too bad most of us still need implants to work." Craig 
shook his head. "They're pretty much mandatory for 
hospital staff now." 


“And most classes require them," Jodie added. 


I nodded. "It's part of what I'm fighting for. I won't deny 
that going implant-free can be difficult, but the more of us 
do it, the more society will accept that it's a valid choice." 


Jodie reached for her cigarette pack, but a frown from 
Craig convinced her to leave the pack on the table. A knock 
on the door made her stand. "I hope that's Susan," she said 
as she made for the door. 


"I hope so too." I sighed. "She must be devastated after all 
she did to get this event going." 


"Susan! Are you okay?" Jodie said, although a wall 
separated me from the lobby, so I couldn't see her. 


"Yeah, I'm fine." I immediately recognized Susan's long, 
braided hair as she stepped in the living room. "Aaron, 
you're Okay." She rushed to my side. 


"Thanks to Craig here." I attempted to get up, but felt too 
weak and fell back onto the chair. "The two of you saved 
Pepper's life. Thank you." 


"We wouldn't have left anyone in that situation," she said. 


An awkward pause followed. I glanced at Susan, who stared 
out the window with a defiant look in her eyes. "I'm sorry 
about what happened," I said. "This should have been a 
peaceful march." 


She nodded somberly, still looking out the window. "I just 
hope a few morons didn't just destroy everything we did." 


I nodded as well, uncertain how to reply. 
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Between making sure Pepper arrived at the hospital, letting 
Taylor know about it so he could be at her side, and 
properly thanking Craig, Susan, and Jodie, I arrived home 
two hours after the protest ended. I would have stayed with 
Pepper, but the reality of living with a woman with most of 
her body paralyzed meant that I couldn't leave Dolores 
alone for too long. I'd been stretching it as it was. 


As far as I knew, there was still no word from Charlie. His 
cell phone wasn't getting an answer, and Dolores hadn't 
heard from him either, at least not when I called her half an 


hour ago. Most likely he'd been arrested. Yet another 
reason to be at Dolores's side. 


I walked up the stairs to my apartment and heard voices on 
the other side. While I couldn't make out the words, I 
recognized Dolores's voice, and she sounded agitated. 
Could it be news about Charlie? I didn't wait to find out and 
opened the door. 


"Aaron, finally," Dolores said, her eyes pleading and her 
tone exasperated. She'd been talking to a bald man who 
was facing her with his back turned to me. 


I frowned. "Who's that?" Something felt wrong about the 
situation. 


The man turned around. His face seemed familiar, but I 
couldn't quite place it. He extended his hand and took a few 
steps toward me. "Ah, you must be the infamous Aaron 
Flynn." 


I crossed my arms. "Who are you?" 


He offered me a fake smile. The kind politicians used during 
campaigns. "Sagar Neel, pleasure to meet you. I'm an old 
acquaintance of Dolores." 


I gasped, then looked straight at Dolores. "What?" Could 
the man responsible for rigging an election really be 
standing in my apartment? 


She glared at him. "Sagar was just leaving." I'd rarely 
heard her voice this icy. 


Sagar threw his hands in the air. "Really, Dolores, is it that 
much to ask how you're doing?" He tipped his head toward 
me. "What did he do to make you this paranoid?" 


"I didn't have to do anything," I said as I moved next to 
Dolores. "She dug up a little and found out what you've 
been up to." 


"I already told you, Sagar," Dolores added. "What Prototek 
is doing, it's wrong. You got so blinded by your work, you 
don't even realize it." 


"IT admit, we might have made some mistakes along the way, 
but are we so wrong that you'd cripple yourself that way?" 
He threw his hand toward the wheelchair. 


"You rigged an election!" she snapped. 


I clenched my fists and stared at the man. He didn't seem 
all that intimidating in person. He was short of stature, and 
his white shirt made him look like any other office worker. 
"You've said your piece. Now leave our home. Dolores 
clearly wants nothing more to do with you." I placed a hand 
on Dolores's shoulder. 


He sighed. "Very well. Have a pleasant day." I kept my eyes 
trained on him as he left and I locked the door behind him. 


I let go of a breath and unclenched my fists the moment he 
was gone. "What the hell was he doing here?" 


Dolores sighed. "As far as I know, exactly what he said he 
was doing. He wanted to check up on me. I suppose my 
departure must have come as a bit of a shock to him." 


I sat down on the nearest chair. "Sagar Neel's responsible 
for a lot of bad things. As far as I know, he's the one who 
came up with the neurotransmitter manipulation 
algorithms." 


"Him or someone on his team." Dolores kept eye contact 
with me. "He's the director of the biological research and 
development branch here in the Montreal center. I have no 
doubt he's one of the people you hate the most in the 
world." 


"And you still let him inside my home?" 


"I didn't invite him, if that's what you mean. He showed up, 
and I was too surprised to even react. After the initial 
shock, I admit that I was curious as to what he wanted." 


I frowned. "And what did he want?" 


"He wanted to know why I left, and what I saw in you. He 
kept asking why I ripped out my implant, and insisted that it 
would never have harmed me." She averted her eyes. "He 
sounded worried." 


I clenched my fists again. "It's none of his damn business. 
Does he really expect you to believe any of this? What 
exactly was he trying to accomplish?" 


She moved her wheelchair next to me. "You have to 
understand that I was a big part of Prototek. Sagar isn't the 
only one who's questioning my actions. Things don't look 
quite as bad from within the company. Truth be told, I can't 
just leave all of my old contacts behind, either." She shook 
her head. "I can't promise you that something like that 
won't happen again." 


I sighed. "All right, I might have overreacted, and I'm 
sorry.’ I walked toward the kitchen, finding an open tuna 
can, a dirty plate, as well as some mayonnaise on the floor. 


"Sorry, Dolores said."I was hungry and didn't know how 
long you'd be." 


"It's fine," I said as I started cleaning up the mess. "You're 
actually getting better at this." I smiled at her, attempting 
to ease the tension. 


She moved her wheelchair closer "What happened at the 
protest? You were a bit vague over the phone." 


I sighed again as I threw the empty can in the sink. "We ran 
into a group protesting against us. I knew Prototek had 
hired trolls stirring up people on social media, but I didn't 
think it would lead to a counter-protest. Someone threw a 
stinkbomb, the other side retaliated, and the next thing I 
knew, the police went in with tear gas." 


"It's why I didn't want you to go. I suspected something like 
that might happen." 


"Maybe I should have listened, but we still had to do 
something." I grabbed a paper towel and knelt down to 
clean the mayonnaise from the floor. "For all I know, you 
might have pulled something similar back when you worked 
for them." I stopped myself and made eye contact with her, 
finding her frown. "I'm sorry. That was uncalled for." 


"You're right. It was." She looked down at her knees 
“However, you're right in that it was a tactic Prototek could 
go for. No one takes protesters seriously, and it only takes 
one individual going too far to sabotage the entire message. 
The PR game isn't always as clean as we'd like. Making you 
into a public enemy was the simplest move they could have 
gone for." 


"Sadly, I know." I finished cleaning and threw the dirty 
paper towel in the trash. "I just wish people would listen to 
the message rather than pick apart the messenger. This 
isn't about me. It never was." 


"Wouldn't that make everything simpler?" She moved closer 
as she took a deep breath. " Either way, is Pepper all right? 
What about Charlie?" 


I made my way towards my computer and sat on my office 
chair. "Pepper's at the hospital, but she should be all right. 
She broke her arm in the tussle. That's the worst of it. As 
for Charlie, I don't know. I lost track of him in the 
confusion." 


"Knowing him, he probably did something daft." 


"I don't know." I shook my head. "He made some friends at 
the protest. Once the violence started, I was pulled away by 
Susan and her boyfriend. They saved Pepper's life." 


"That's a relief." Dolores spoke softly, but her tone betrayed 
her nervousness. Like me, she wondered what happened to 
her brother. 


"Either way, I read that there's going to be a press 
conference from the government. It should begin soon." | 
unlocked my computer and picked an online news 
streaming site, directing it to the TV. 


".light of today's protest, extra security has been placed 
around Minister Helen Savard's press conference," Troy 
Allison said from his familiar news room. He had a guest 
with him, a short woman with long, gray hair I didn't 
recognize. "What do you think Minister Savard will 
announce today, Mrs. Simpson?" 


"I think that she has to react to the leaked information," the 
woman, apparently called Simpson, replied. Her grating 
voice sounded disinterested. "We knew that an investigation 
was underway, but now that it led to a protest that ended in 
violence, I imagine that she'll want to defuse the situation. 


No doubt, she'll want to reassure the public that the plan 
for free implantation is still going as scheduled. Many 
people are still waiting to be implanted, and they worry that 
the government might back off." 


"But what about the allegations of political interference? 
For that matter, some people are still nervous about the 
idea that smart implants could affect consumption habits." 


The woman scoffed. "Once again, a minority. For now, we 
have no tangible proof, only a few technical documents of 
dubious origins. We've seen a similar phenomenon during 
the rise of the Internet, when some people saw it as 
dangerous and a haven for scammers and sexual predators. 
Nowadays, these fears have been assuaged and practically 
everyone is online." 


"Except the Internet was built on open technology, you 
idiot," I said with a groan. 


"Shh," Dolores said. "I'm listening." 


"Well," Allison said, "it looks like the minister is about to 
take the stage. Thank you for your time, Mrs. Simpson." 


"Thank you for having me," the woman said with a smile. 


Alison turned toward the camera." Mrs. Maude Simpson is 
a political commentator and author of the book Politics 
Versus the Digital Age. We now go live to Minister Helen 
Savard's press conference." 


The feed changed to an older, wrinkled woman with gray 
hair worn in a bun, standing in front of the Canadian flag. 
Savard looked older and more tired than she had when the 
whole implant debacle first started. "Good evening," she 
said. "I'm here today to address the nation in light of the 


recent development in the smart implant investigation. The 
public has been very vocal about wanting answers, and I 
will tell you as much as I can without impeding the 
investigation or violating our deals with our corporate 
partners." 


I frowned and clenched my fists. This wasn't a good start. I 
leaned forward. 


"First of all." She raised a finger. "Let me reassure you all 
that free implants will still be available. This government 
has no intention of backing out of its promise to give every 
Canadian access to the latest technology. While the final 
report has yet to be released, I'm allowed to reveal that so 
far, no proof was found that Prototek influenced the results 
of the Winnipeg bi-election, and the results will stand." 


I stared at the screen, silent and mouth agape. "Son ofa 
bitch," I whispered. I shut down the TV, staring at the wall 
as I breathed in and out. 


"Are you Okay?" Dolores asked. 


I closed my eyes and waited a moment before answering. "I 
don't know, Dolores. I really don't know." 


"We knew it was a long shot," she said. "Both the 
government and Prototek have a lot invested in this. They 
didn't want to lose face. That doesn't mean things won't 
change in the long run, or that the investigation won't 
continue away from the public eyes. They just didn't want to 
publicly admit to making a mistake." 


I shook my head. "It just won't be enough. As long as people 
like Neel are allowed to push proprietary technology, we'll 
never have a truly free society. They'll always find ways to 


manipulate people. For all I know, Savard herself is 
controlled by her damn implants." 


"You don't know that," Dolores said. "Let's just take a 
breather for now. You've had a rough day." 


I sighed. "I suppose you're right." I stood and walked to the 
fridge, grabbing two beers. I glanced at Dolores, who 
nodded, prompting me to open both and bring one to her. "I 
should just get my mind off things." 


“Good idea," Dolores said as she accepted the beer. 
I collapsed on the couch and we both took generous sips. 


We drank silently. I considered putting on a movie or some 
music, but decided against it. After everything that 
happened, I needed the silence. 


Dolores's cell phone rang, disturbing the moment. She 
picked it up and answered with her working hand. " Yes?" 
Her expression changed to one of concern as she listened to 
the person on the other end. "Bloody hell, are you serious?" 


"Who is it?" I asked. 


Her eyes grew wide as she ignored me. "Stay where you 
are for now. I'll send a lawyer." A few second passed before 
she hung up. 


"What's going on?" I asked again. 


She gulped. "Charlie got arrested. Apparently, he gotina 
fight at the protest. They want to cancel his visa and send 
him back to the UK. I said I'll send him a lawyer, but I don't 
think anything can be done." 


I began clenching my fists again, but took a deep breath. 
Now was not the time to get angry. "Dolores, I'm so sorry." 


She took a long swig from her beer. "I suppose this day 
can't get any worse." 
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We went to bed early, neither of us finding the will to do 
anything else. Once I'd helped Dolores into bed, I stared at 
the ceiling, unable to sleep. While Dolores had been a 
strong, comforting voice since she moved in with me, there 
was little she could do now. 


On top of it all, we both knew what Charlie's arrest meant. 
Chances were that he'd be expelled from the country, which 
meant that Dolores had a decision to make. Granted, I'd 
been taking care of her for the past three weeks, but 
without Charlie around, our arrangement would become 
much more serious. 


Thinking about the future proved even more painful than 
usual. Whatever I said or did, society seemed hell-bent on 
accepting whatever technology was thrown at them. For all 
I knew, Prototek and Nordica had used the same tactics as 
in the Winnipeg bi-election to weasel their way out of the 
investigation. I didn't even want to consider the implication 
for Libresource—that a failed investigation would let 
Prototek's lawyers bury us under litigations. 


These thoughts kept me awake for most of the night. The 
city noise seemed louder than usual, and Dolores started to 
snore. I closed my eyes, but sleep wouldn't come. The day's 
events kept replaying in my mind. I pictured Charlie, scared 
and alone in a cell. I imagined all the people hoping to be 
freed from their implants, only to now be forced to either 
keep them or deal with characters like Ignacio. I wondered 


where Tina was, like I often did in times like these. What 
kind of a future would she have? Would her parents 
continue to respect her wishes? I wondered about Sophie, 
who'd been reserved ever since her operation, her passion 
gone. I had a thought for Pepper, stuck in a hospital bed. 
She'd act strong, but she wasn't a young woman anymore. 
Her days of protesting the system might very well be over. 


I turned around and watched Dolores sleep. It still baffled 
me how the two of us came to fall in love, but here we were. 
Some days, she acted as if she'd always been in the 
wheelchair. Others, she'd get mad at every little thing she 
couldn't do. I found her crying a few times. Her career had 
been everything to her, and she'd sacrificed it all over ideas 
I planted in her head. If it weren't for her, would I still be 
fighting? She gave up everything because she saw wisdom 
in my findings. What right did I have to doubt myself now? 
If only for her sake, something had to be done to expose 
Prototek, Nordica, and their accomplices. 


I rolled over and stared at the wall. It would be a long night. 
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Morning passed quietly. I helped Dolores out of the bed and 
into the shower. While having to clean her had felt awkward 
at first, it was now as much a part of my routine as making 
my morning coffee. We thought about hiring a nurse a few 
times, but her savings weren't infinite, while Libresource 
was in danger of going bankrupt. In fact, between Sophie 
not showing signs of returning, Tina being gone, and now 
Charlie facing deportation, perhaps Taylor and I would be 
better off working from home. As much as I loved the office, 
the rent wasn't cheap. 


Once the showers were over, I fixed both Dolores and I cups 
of coffee and bowls of oatmeal. I was halfway through my 
breakfast when my phone rang. I picked it up, groaning as I| 
didn't recognize the number. "Yes?" I answered. 


"Mr. Aaron Flynn?" It was a deep voice. It sounded familiar, 
but I couldn't quite place it. 


"If you're selling something, I'm really not interested." 


"Not at all," the voice on the other end said. "My name is 
Devon Lebel. I believe you know my daughter, Tina." 


I gulped and almost dropped the phone. "I'm not supposed 
to speak with you, Mr. Lebel." 


"Yes, I know." He sounded nervous. "Look, I know I really 
shouldn't contact you, but my daughter cares about you a 
lot. My wife and I both listened to her. She showed us what 
she wrote online and made us watch the testimony you 
posted on your website. She showed us some of the projects 
she worked on with you, and well, we're prepared to drop 
the charges." 


I stood motionless, with my phone in one hand and a spoon 
in the other. "Thank you," I managed to blurt out. 


"There's more," he said. "If you're interested, my wife and I 
would like to come to Montreal with our daughter to meet 
you. It's not an easy thing as parents to admit that we might 
have been wrong, but I've rarely seen my daughter this 
excited about anything. If you're interested, we'd like for 
you to keep mentoring her. There would be rules, of course, 
and I wouldn't want anything she works on to interfere with 
her school work, but we'd be willing to let her help you 
some more." 


A smile formed on my lips. "I'd be honored. Your daughter is 
brilliant, and she could have a great career ahead of her." 


"Then I'll see you tomorrow?" 

"Yes, and I'll be happy to show you our offices." 

We both hung up, and I grinned at Dolores. 

"Good news, I take it?" she asked after a sip of coffee. 


"I don't think this'll be such a bad day, after all." 


Chapter 16 


My productivity had slowed to a crawl ever since I'd spoken 
with Tina's father. I made sure to call Kara Chi and ask for 
advice regarding the early news about the investigation. As 
I expected, she didn't feel confident it would go our way. 
While I could keep working until the investigation was over, 
we both knew that it was nothing but a formality. Even Chi's 
best-case scenarios ended with a long, arduous case, fueled 
by a sham investigation absolving Prototek and Nordica of 
wrongdoing. Tina's family dropping the charges, however, 
was a huge weight off both our shoulders. 


I tried to forget about my legal conundrum, hoping that the 
generosity of my supporters would get me through it and 
hopefully bring more attention to the issue. If anything, 
reverse-engineering and the very existence of Reclaim—the 
app that Taylor and his friend Paul designed to block 
neurotransmitter manipulation—all but proved that 
implants had an ability that Prototek and Nordica 
previously denied. For now, at least, I had one piece of good 
news to look forward to. 


I adjusted my shirt's collar as the door to the Libresource 
office opened. I had seen Tina's parents park their car from 
the office window, even taking a glimpse at Tina herself 
sitting in the back seat. I stood in front of the door by 
myself, Taylor and Sophie both absent. As for Charlie, he 
was Still in custody. I figured that particular detail didn't 
have to be mentioned. 


"Welcome," I said as Tina's parents entered the room. Her 
father came in first, a short brown-skinned man with a thick 
mustache. He was followed by his wife. I recognized her 
curly blond hair and hazel eyes from the Watchdog video. 


"Mr. Flynn," the man said, extending his hand. He smiled 
awkwardly, and his hand felt stiff as I shook it. 


“Our daughter spoke a lot about you," the woman said. Her 
smile seemed more genuine. "I'm Maria Lebel, Tina's 
mother. You already spoke with my husband Devon on the 
phone." 


"T did." I motioned toward the old couch in the corner. 
"Please, sit. Would you like some coffee?" 


"No thanks." Devon sat on the couch. "I'd rather we get 
down to business right away." 


"Of course," I moved my office chair next to them. "You must 
have a lot of questions." 


Devon and Maria shared a nod. "Some," Maria said. "What 
exactly did our daughter do for you here? She explained it, 
and so did your lawyer when she contacted us, but we'd like 
to hear it in your own words." 


"Most of her work involved reverse-engineering,' I 
explained. "Essentially, she would take implants apart and 
try to understand what they can really do. Her workstation 
was right over there, if you want to have a look." I pointed 
at the desk Tina had shared with Sophie. 


"But isn't that illegal?" Devon said. "Prototek doesn't allow 
people to take implants apart. It's against their terms." 


I shook my head." Against their terms and illegal are 
different things. First of all, I should clarify that the implant 
Tina worked on had been manufactured by Nordica, not 
Prototek. As far as terms, we're allowed to take apart 
devices we own. We can resell and modify them. The only 


thing companies like Nordica can do is refuse to give us 
service." 


Tina's parents shared a look. "And this was all safe?" Devon 
asked. 


"Of course. It's no different than taking apart a toaster ora 
lamp. It just requires a bit more precision. In fact, Tina's 
safety was the main reason I took her in." 


Devon frowned." But you didn't return her to us." 


I sighed. "I didn't, and maybe I should have. Once again, I 
was worried. Tina said that she'd run away again, and at 
the time, I believed her. I was also concerned that you'd 
force her to be implanted. You have to understand that 
many minors come to us with that complaint. They grow up 
with a device they never wanted, one that has proven very 
hard to remove. I've heard the term 'violation' used by 
some of these teenagers, and I'm not sure I'd call it an 
exaggeration." 


"At least you let her call us," Maria said. 


"It was part of our agreement. She had to call you at least 
once a week, and I did my best to stay out of these 
conversations. My hope was that it would mend the fence 
and both convince her to return home and convince you to 
respect her wishes." 


Maria took a deep breath. "You'll be happy to know that 
part worked. Tina still doesn't wear implants, and she 
convinced me to try SenseOS." 


I couldn't help but smile. "Do you like it?" 


"It's a bit slower," she said." But not as invasive. No ads, and 
the Nauticus theme still works. Kiva removed it a few 
months ago. I don't know why they always change 
everything. It just confuses people." 


Devon waved his hand dismissively. "That's beside the point. 
We've already dropped the charges, but that's because our 
daughter convinced us. She agreed to go back to school 
and never run away again if we did that." 


"And I'm thankful," I said. 


"I'm not finished." Devon glared at me. "Because Tina 
learned a lot from you, I'm willing to let her visit and help 
you on projects. However, there will be some ground rules." 


I nodded." That's reasonable." 


The two shared another nod before Devon continued. 
"First, nothing illegal is to be done, and nothing dangerous. 
The point here is for our daughter to gain experience. She 
obviously has a good head for this stuff, and as parents, 
we'd be fools not to let her pursue her passions." 


“And no beer, no cannabis," Maria said."She slipped up and 
admitted you let her drink once. She's still a minor." 


"That was a mistake on my part, and I'm sorry." 


"Lastly," Devon said, "school comes first. I won't have her 
skip classes or get behind because she's helping you on a 
project. I know that she can take some work home in 
Toronto. That's fine. Just remember that she's not your 
employee, and she has other priorities." 


I nodded and looked at them both. "I have no problem with 
these conditions. Like I told you on the phone, I see a lot of 


potential in Tina. Free software might not be the most 
lucrative field, but it can change the world. Many of the 
encryption algorithms we rely on have been developed by 
teams like mine." My heart dropped as I mentioned my 
team. Would I still have one? 


Maria smiled lightly. "Tina told us about it. Apparently, the 
computer in our car is based on free software." 


“Some components are." I stood and extended my hand. 
"Do we have a deal?" 


“For now." Devon shook my hand, his grip was still firm, but 
somehow more relaxed than on our first handshake. 


"Go get Tina, hon," Maria said. "I'll wait here with Mr. 
Flynn." 


"Please, call me Aaron." 
Devon left, leaving me alone with his wife. 
I sat back on my chair. "So, how is Tina?" 


"She's well, considering." Maria averted her eyes and spoke 
in a low voice. "I feel like I should thank you, and I owe you 
an apology." 


i Oh?" 


"You took my daughter in, Aaron. You could have taken 
advantage of her or just abandoned her. Still, you helped 
her, and you helped our family. For that, we repaid you with 
a lawsuit." 


I smiled awkwardly. "What's important is that she's now 
better. Although if you want to make it up to me, some sort 


of public statement wouldn't hurt." 


"I'll see what I can do. My husband might need some 
convincing." She looked at the wall a moment before 
returning her attention to me. "Don't tell him I said that." 


"Don't worry about it. I got the feeling you're the one who 
suggested Tina be allowed to visit me again." 


"Let's just say he tends to be more suspicious," she said. 
"Our daughter's been gone for a long time, Aaron. Blaming 
you would be easy." 


"I'm just glad that we're doing what's best for Tina," I said, 
uncertain how to reply. 


The door opened, revealing Devon, quickly followed by Tina. 
She still wore her oversized hoodie, but had the hood down. 
I was a bit surprised to see her in a skirt. She beamed as 
she ran toward me. "Aaron!" She hugged me, taking me by 
surprise. 


"You look great," I said, hugging her back. Seeing her this 
open and energetic was a bit of a shock. 


She broke the embrace and smiled at me, the kind of 
sheepish, almost innocent smile I'd expect from a girl her 
age." Well, it's nice not having to hide my face all the time, 
you know." We both shared a laugh. 


"But for some reason," her father said, "she insists on 
keeping the sweater." 


Tina shrugged. "It's comfortable." 


"It stinks," Maria said with an exaggerated frown." Nothing 
I did could take the cigarette stench off it." 


I chuckled at the thought before shaking my head. "Either 
way, I assume your parents told you about the ground 
rules?" 


"Yeah," she said. "At least I can still work on projects. 
Speaking of, did I miss anything?" 


I sighed. "Yes, you did. You'd better take a seat." 


>K>K>K 


I cruised on the highway toward the hospital. After telling 
Tina everything that happened, she expressed concern for 
Pepper. Her parents gave us their blessing and left, saying 
that they'd be back in a week to pick up their daughter. 
They claimed they were heading back home, but I 
suspected they'd stay at a local hotel. Not that I'd do 
anything differently in their shoes. 


Tina looked out the window, admiring the city. 


"Is it the first time you look at it without your hood in the 
way?" I asked. 


"Yeah," she said. "Well, I visited with my parents when I was 
a kid, but I barely remember it." 


I adjusted my hands on the steering wheel. "What 
happened after they took you away? I imagine it must have 
been scary." 


She sighed. "I spent the night in a dorm, and no one there 
explained shit. I didn't sleep much. Everyone working there 
was a plug. I kept looking for ways to escape, but the place 
was pretty much a prison. My parents picked me up early 
the next morning." 


“And how was the reunion? They seem reasonable." 


"My dad was pissed. He tried to hide it, but I could tell he 
wanted to lock me up or something. One of the first things 
they told me was that I didn't have to get implants if I didn't 
want to, though, so there's that." 


I slowed down as I caught on to the traffic. "I thought they 
said as much to you over the phone?" 


"Yeah, but I didn't believe them. They'd have said anything 
to get me back." 


I allowed myself a smile. "Things seem to have turned out 
for the better." 


"Yeah," she said, her voice soft. "I guess they weren't as 
dumb as I thought." 


"And I even heard you got your mother to try SenseOS." 


"I told my parents that if they insisted on being plugs, 
SenseOS wasn't as bad. Mom said she'd give it a shot. 
Although with what happened to Sophie, it's kinda 
pointless." 


I clenched my hands around the wheel. "Sophie was 
targeted to get to me. I don't think the average SenseOS 
user is being spied upon with such scrutiny." 


“Doesn't change anything," Tina said. "Any plug can spy on 
you, SenseOS or not." 


"Sadly, you're right. Yet more reasons to keep fighting." 


"So we're still doing it?" Her voice perked up. "We're still 
going to expose them?" 


"I hope so." I sighed." Right now, Pepper's in the hospital, 
Sophie's traumatized, Taylor's watching over the two of 
them, and Charlie got arrested. Meaning it's pretty much 
just you and me." 


“And your Prototek lady." She spat the words. It seemed her 
opinion of Dolores hadn't changed. 


"Yes, Dolores is still around," I said. "Speaking of her, 
there's something you need to know if this is going to work. 
She and I are now involved." 


“What the fuck? You're fucking the Prototek suit now?" 


I sighed again. "She lives with me, and yes, we're a couple. 
If you're going to stay, then the insults will stop, now. Also, 

Dolores is paralyzed, so please don't joke about sex. She's 

still struggling to adapt to her condition." 


"Fine," Tina said." But it's still messed up." 


“Dolores gave up more than you or me," I continued, my 
tone harsher than I expected. "It hasn't been easy on her. 
Remember that if it weren't for her, no one would know that 
Prototek rigged an election." 


"All right. I get it." 
We drove in silence. 


"So," I said after a few minutes. "Have you worked on 
anything lately?" 


"Yeah," Tina said. "I tracked the traffic from my parents' 
implants while they used their home Wi-Fi. I intercepted a 
lot of encrypted packets going to Nordica. I tried blocking 


them on my mom's implants, but she said her map and 
weather apps didn't work anymore." 


I nodded absentmindedly. "It's hard to separate anti- 
features from normal traffic. SenseOS still uses a lot of 
Nordica services, even if there's no official support. There 
are free alternatives you could suggest." 


"Other than that, I've rebuilt my home computer. It's been 
about a year since I used it. I figured I'd format and start 
Over." 


"It's usually a good idea." 


"Oh, and I made buttons. You know, that design I have on 
my backpack you like so much? I made a dozen or so to give 
to friends. I got one for you if you want." 


"Thank you." I turned toward her for a second and smiled 
before returning my attention to the road. "Better than 
those portraits of me I've seen at protests." 


Tina laughed heartily. "I kinda like them." 


"I'm sure you do. At least it's serving a good cause." I exited 
the highway, merging onto a street mostly empty of traffic. 
"Well, we're almost at the hospital." 


>K>K>K 


Sophie was sitting by herself on a plastic chair outside 
Pepper's hospital room when Tina and I arrived, apparently 
not noticing us. Meanwhile, nurses, patients, and various 
hospital staff bustled about, each with a purpose. A few 
beds were even in the hallway. As usual, there wasn't 
enough room for everyone. 


"Hello, Sophie," I said as I approached her. "Guess who's 
back?" 


She slowly raised her head, and the corners of her mouth 
perked up as she saw Tina. "Wow. I don't know what 
surprises me the most, seeing you again, or seeing you 
without the hood on." 


"No point hiding anymore." Tina shrugged. "I talked things 
over with my parents. They're fine with me not having 
implants, and they even let me visit you guys." 


"I'm happy for you," Sophie said. "Trust me, you're better 
off without implants." She looked down at her feet. 


Tina frowned. "I heard what Nordica did to you. I told you, 
implants are always bad." 


"Tina!" I warned, grabbing her arm. 


Sophie raised her hand. "It's fine, she's right. Besides, she's 
just repeating what you've been saying all along." 


“How's Pepper?" I asked, giving up on the argument. 


"Cranky," Sophie said. "Taylor's in there with her. Her 
doctor complained that she doesn't have implants and that 
he can't remotely monitor her vitals. She's been paranoid 
ever since he suggested he implant her right away, and she 
insisted Taylor stays around to make sure they don't try it 
while she sleeps. I just think that she's bored and she found 
an excuse to keep him around." 


"And what about you?" I continued. 


“What about me? I'm taking some time, like we talked 
about. I'm just worried about Pepper." 


Tina sat next to Sophie. "I got a whole bunch of data we can 
look at. I've been monitoring the traffic on my parents' 
implants. Most of it's encrypted, but maybe we can figure 
out something." 


Sophie shook her head. "Maybe some other time. I'm not 
really in the mood to talk about implants." She brushed her 
long, curly hair with her hand, giving us a plain view of the 
scar on the back of her hand, where her payment chip used 
to be. 


Tina shared a concerned look with me. "Well, let me know 
whenever you feel like it. I was thinking implants for blind 
people might be easier to hack." 


I scratched my head. "Wait, they have implants for blind 
people?" 


Tina grinned, the same way she always did whenever she'd 
make a new discovery. "Yup, with a little panel on the palm 
that shows information in braille. I found out about them, 
and figured there might be vulnerabilities we can exploit, 
since they're not as well-maintained." 


"Good thinking," I said. "We'll have to see about buying 
one." 


Sophie smiled awkwardly. "Well, you better get inside if you 
want to see Pepper. They only allow visitors for a few hours 
a day." 


"Will do." I pushed the door open and gently knocked. I 
arrived in a room with four beds, separated by thin light 
blue curtains. Pepper's was in the back, with Taylor sitting 
at her side, next to the window. 


“Well, this is a surprise." Pepper raised her head. Her eyes 
were still swollen red, and her right arm was in a cast. 
“Your parents let you come back?" 


Tina walked to Pepper's bedside. "Yeah, we had a long talk." 
She looked around the room. "You look like shit." 


Pepper rolled her eyes. "Tell me something new. It's not my 
first tear gas grenade, kid." 


"But it will be your last." Taylor grabbed her hand." You're 
too old to be doing this." 


"That's ridiculous." Pepper pulled her hand away. " Besides, 
Aaron needs all of us." 


Taylor sighed. "I wouldn't be so sure. We got the word out. 
We found out what we could, and it didn't work. We gota 
few people to go implant-free, sure, but now that the 
investigation proved fuck all, that cease and desist letter is 
back in full force. Sorry Pepper, but that's as far as it goes." 


Pepper groaned. "I raised you better than to just give up, 
Taylor Shaw." 


"Right now, I don't care." Taylor stood up and stared me 
down." My aunt is injured, and Sophie's seriously messed 
up after what Nordica did to her. I'm glad you got Tina 
back, don't get me wrong, but I'm done, man. Even if you 
can learn about more anti-features, Prototek's lawyers are 
about to fuck you over. It just isn't worth it anymore." 


Tina tried to push Taylor but couldn't budge the larger man. 
"You're a fucking pussy, now? A bit of trouble and you give 
up?" 


"Tina, enough," I warned, grabbing her by the shoulder. 
"Are you certain about this, Taylor?" 


He massaged the back of his neck. "I'm not saying I'm done 
for good, but I need a break. Also, I kinda need money, and 
we both know you won't be able to pay any of us anytime 
soon." 


"I got savings," Pepper said with a dismissive gesture. 
"You'll just have to stop eating junk food for a while. 
Wouldn't hurt you to lose a few pounds, either." 


"My decision's made." Taylor looked out the window. "I 
know Sophie feels the same. She just doesn't have the guts 
to tell you right now. Sorry, Aaron, but it's over. We've done 
our best. Now it's up to everyone else to make up their 
minds." 


"Well, I'm not giving up," Tina said as she looked up at me. 
“We can still do something, right?" 


I nodded at her. "We can, and we will." I took a deep breath 
as I extended my hand toward Taylor. "This isn't over. You 
need a break, and I understand. Your desk will be waiting 
for you when you're ready to return. The same goes for 
Sophie." 


He shook my hand, although he didn't look me in the eye. 
“Good luck, man, and don't do anything stupid." 


>K>K>K 


I took Tina back home once we'd both wished Pepper a 
swift recovery. The mood had been sour after leaving the 
hospital, with Tina and I exchanging few words. As talented 
as she was, there was a limit to what just the two of us 


could accomplish. We both knew how much losing Taylor 
and Sophie would hurt. 


Dolores was waiting for us when I arrived. "Sorry if I took a 
while," I said before I leaned in to kiss her."Tina wanted to 
visit Pepper." 


"It's fine." Dolores moved her wheelchair around me and 
toward Tina, who still stood in the entrance with a scowl on 
her face, no doubt brought on by the kiss. "Aaron said you 
might stay with us from time to time." 


Tina stared at Dolores. "Is that a problem?" 


"Only if you make it one," Dolores's eyes remained trained 
on the girl. "This is a great opportunity you're given, to 
learn from Aaron. I do hope you'll make the best of it. And if 
you're serious about working in the tech industry, I might 
have a few things to teach you, as well." 


I raised my hand before Tina had a chance to reply. "I know 
how you feel about Prototek, but there are other companies 
out there who do support free software. As much as I want 
your help right now, Dolores is right that this should be 
about your future. You'd be wise to learn from her 
experience as well as mine." 


“Sure, whatever." Tina dropped her backpack on the floor 
next to the bathroom door. "I take it I'll still sleep on the 
couch?" 


I scratched the back of my head."I suppose, at least until 
we find a larger apartment." 


"Oh?" Tina asked as she made for the kitchen and grabbed 
a bag of chips. 


"This flat isn't exactly wheelchair accessible," Dolores said. 


Tina opened the bag as her eyes traveled between Dolores 
and I." Wow. You two really are serious, uh?" 


"Of course," I said as I shared a smile with Dolores. 


Tina grabbed a handful of chips and shrugged. "Well, I'm 
happy for you guys." I sighed in relief; I expected her to get 
into some other argument with Dolores. "I mean, it's great 
that you're leaving Prototek for good. I bet you have a ton 
more secrets about them you can leak." 


"Not what this is about." Dolores moved toward Tina. "What 
I knew, I already leaked. Trust me, it wasn't easy, betraying 
my friends and coworkers and leaving everything behind." 


I glared at Tina. "As I said before, not everything has to be 
about implants. I want you to understand that." 


"All right," Tina said as she raised her hands. "I get the 
message. Your love life is your own business." 


"Good." I allowed my expression to relax. "Because I just 
lost my entire team, and I will have to rely on you for the 
next few weeks." 


"Wait, what?" Dolores said. "Even Taylor?" 


I sighed and closed my eyes for a second. Whatever my 
feelings were, I'd promised myself I would respect his 
decision. "He announced it at the hospital. Between what 
happened to Sophie and now Pepper getting hurt, I think 
it's too much for him. I imagine Charlie's gone, too?" 


"Yes," she said. "I talked to him earlier. We both agree it's 
easier for him just to return home without a fuss." 


Tina jumped on the couch, the bag of chips still in her hand. 
"I guess we'll have to recruit more people." 


I shook my head, then sat on my office chair. "Most of our 
regular contributors either don't have enough time or live 
too far away. And then there's the money issue. I've been 
thinking that it would be simpler to stop renting the office 
and work from home. Maybe I can find a few jobs on my 
own and rebuild Libresource once the dust settles. In the 
meantime, as much as I hate the idea, I have to save what 
money I can for legal expenses. Besides, it's not as if the 
work ever stops. Plenty of people around the world are 
advancing projects we started." 


"And what do we do about Prototek in the meantime?" Tina 
asked, her mouth full of chips. 


"What else can be done?" Dolores frowned. She turned to 
me."The message is out. Backing out would also make your 
lawyer's life easier. Either way, the only thing left to do is 
explain your findings to the public and hope politicians 
eventually listen. As for neurotransmitter manipulation, 
wasn't Taylor working on an app that blocks it?" 


“Reclaim, yes," I said. "It's been out for a while, and it's still 
being actively developed. They actually just released a 
Virtuoso version. We still have to convince people to install 
it, and we can expect both Prototek and Nordica to try to 
counter it." I sighed. "Prototek wouldn't have gone this far 
without friends in governments. The fact that the 
investigation failed proves it. We need to keep searching for 
proof. If we can find something that'll make people really 
angry, Prototek and Nordica will have no choice but to 
listen." 


“Like what?" Dolores asked." You won't find anything more 
incriminating than what I sent you. It's a miracle that I 
stumbled upon it in the first place." 


Tina sat back up and left the bag of chips on the nearby 
table. "There's gotta be something more." 


I scratched my beard." You have a point, Dolores. What you 
found is really the only valuable data we ever came across. 
Everything before that were shots in the dark, theories 
gathered from playing around with a Nordica implant and a 
Cow's eye.’ 


Tina perked up." You still have my eye?" 


"T threw it out. It started to stink." I stood up and paced 
back and forth in the living room. "We need something 
more tangible—undeniable proof." 


"Good luck with that," Dolores said."A document all but 
proving Prototek rigged an election didn't work. What else 
can we find?" 


A grin formed on my lips. "We need the source code for 
either Kiva or Virtuoso. We need to find it, release it, study 
it, and make sure everyone knows what these devices really 
do." 


"That'd be awesome!" Tina clapped her hands together. 
"People could write their own forks, hack it however the 
hell they wanted. We could get rid of all the crapware and 
fix their security holes." 


"Except Prototek knows how valuable their code is." 
Dolores frowned. "Only project directors have access to the 
entire source code, and then only on site. Trust me, plenty 
of Prototek employees admire what you do. At best, they 


have access to small portions of the code. What you want is 
impossible to get." 


I sat back down with a sigh. "You're right." 


Tina took a deep breath. "Then we steal it. We break in, find 
a way into their servers, and get a copy of the code." 


I stared at Tina and blinked a few times. "This is insane, 
even by your standards. Besides, the database is sure to be 
encrypted. We'd end up in jail over something we won't be 
able to use. And then there's the promise I made your 
parents." 


"Fine, fine." Tina raised her hands. "I was just thinking out 
loud." 


"I think the two of you need something else to work on," 
Dolores said. "I'm sure you can think of other ways of 
reverse-engineering implants. Didn't you say you have 
Sophie's old implants you can play with?" 


I pointed behind me. "It's in a drawer, over there. Let's just 
get pizza for now. We'll worry about implants later." 


Tina clapped her hands again. "Awesome. Pizza sounds 
great." 


Chapter 17 


"This is pointless." Tina sighed as she stared at network 
traffic on her laptop. "Just the same crap as usual. I wonder 
if Prototek knows what we're doing and just stopped 
everything suspicious on this guy's implant." 


"Hey," Craig said from the living room couch. "'This guy' is 
right here." 


I'd contacted Susan's boyfriend Craig a few days after 
Tina's return, asking if he'd be willing to help. Tina's 
tracking of network traffic with her parents' implants gave 
me the idea of doing the same with a Prototek user. It had 
been done before, of course, but I'd never tried it myself. 
Luckily, I knew one such user who supported our cause. 


"Sorry, Craig," I said before returning my attention to Tina. 
"We knew the traffic would be encrypted. Most of it also 
seems to be going to the same server. We had to expect 
answers wouldn't be obvious." 


"Maybe we should show him some logos?" Tina suggested. 


Craig shook his head." Not gonna work. I installed an app 
that's supposed to stop implants from affecting my 
emotions." 


I raised an eyebrow. "Reclaim, right? Does it work?" As far 
as I knew, Taylor still worked on Reclaim from home. 


"Kind of." He shrugged. "I don't get pissed off when I see 
pictures of you anymore." 


"Wait, seriously?" I shared a look with Tina. "I mean, we 
suspected, but are you certain?" 


He scratched the back of his head. "I think so. I mean, it's 
hard to tell. The only other time I saw you in person, we 
were in the middle of a protest. It could also just be Susan's 
influence. Before I met her, you were just this weird guy I 
saw on Tracy Tonight." 


"That's the problem, isn't it?" I turned away from my 
computer. "We can never be sure." 


“Creepy as fuck is what it is," Tina mumbled. 


Craig shrugged again. "Honestly, it never changed much for 
me. I always liked Burger Hut anyway, so what if my 
implants make me hungry when I walk past one? I can still 
make my own decisions." 


“Doesn't it freak you out, though?" Tina said. "I mean, for all 
you know, Reclaim doesn't work and the reason you're so 
calm about it is that your implants make you." 


Craig sighed. "I try not to think about it. I mean, I feel like 
I'm still me, you know? Besides, it's not like I have much of 
a choice. I'd be out of a job if I got rid of my implants. So 
yeah, I'm more than happy to go to protests and support 
you guys, but on a day-to-day basis, I kinda have to stick 
with it." 


"Fair enough," I said. "Anyway, I think that's enough for 
today. We'll see what we can learn from the data we 
recorded, and we'll let you know if we need more help. Tell 
Susan I said hi." 


"No problem," Craig said. "Lemme know how it turns out." 
He waved us goodbye and headed for the door. 


I collapsed on the couch the moment he was outside. "Well, 
that was a complete waste of time." 


"Yeah," Tina said, still staring at her laptop. "It's like they 
knew people would be analyzing traffic, so now all it does is 
send an encrypted packet every five minutes to the same 
address. Everything else belongs to apps we could identify." 


I sighed. "I wonder how much money goes into making 
implants impossible to reverse-engineer." 


"That latest update is pretty hardcore." Tina turned away 
from her laptop. "How did you meet this guy anyway?" 


“At a protest. He's the nurse who saved Pepper." 
"So he's the guy. Didn't expect him to be a plug." 


"Life's full of surprises," I said with a weak smile. "Anyway, I 
don't know what to do for now. It seems like we hit a 
roadblock." 


"No shit," Tina stood up and stretched her arms. "I don't 
suppose you want to revisit stealing the source code?" She 
chuckled. 


I joined in her laugh. "I wish it were that simple." 


The doorbell ringing interrupted our conversation. "That 
must be Dolores," I said. "Come on, helping her up the 
stairs is easier with help." 


I led Tina outside the apartment and down the stairs. Sure 
enough, Dolores was waiting downstairs, next to the 
mailboxes. She half smiled, half groaned as she saw me. 
"We really need a new flat," she said. 


"That we do," I replied. "All right, I'll pick you up, then Tina 
and I will bring up the wheelchair. It'll be easier if I don't 
have to drag it up the stairs by myself." 


Tina eyed the large, motorized wheelchair. "Wait, you've 
been dragging this big thing up the stairs alone?" 


"No choice. The neighbors helped once." I picked up 
Dolores in my arms and took her up the stairs. At least I was 
getting some exercise out of it. 


As usual, I left Dolores on the sofa while I went back 
downstairs for the hard part. I took a deep breath as I 
grabbed my half of the wheelchair, Tina getting the other. 
Between the two of us, we managed to bring it up to the 
apartment without too much fuss. 


"Well, we accomplished one thing today," I said as I closed 
the door and moved to help Dolores back in her chair. 


"I take it work didn't go well?" Dolores placed her working 
arm around my neck. 


"I don't think we'll find anything by analyzing traffic." I set 
her down in the wheelchair and made sure she was 
properly fastened. 


"Your Prototek buddies really don't want us to know how 
these things work," Tina said as she shut down her laptop. 
"I'm guessing we can try a Nordica user next?" 


I sat down on the couch. "Maybe. I'm too tired to think 
about it for now." 


"Yeah," Tina said. "Listen, if we're going to take a break, I'll 
go out for a while. I haven't seen my buddies at the tunnel 
since I returned to Toronto, and they have no idea what 


happened to me. Smoke probably thinks I'm a plug now. I'll 
be careful, I promise." 


I nodded. "All right. Fair enough." I waved her goodbye as 
she left, knowing full well she was probably going to smoke 
weed. Not that there was anything I or her parents could 
do to stop her from doing as much. I turned to Dolores. 
"How did it go with your doctor?" 


"Well enough," she said. "I mean, there isn't much I can do 
except learn how to live with my disability. I did read an 
article that might interest you." She reached for her purse 
and took out a page. Her ability to perform such tasks with 
only one hand was becoming impressive. 


I grabbed the page and started reading." Prototek to 
introduce special implants to prisons." 


"I'll give you a summary," she said. "It's something the 
company's been working on for a while. Essentially, 
criminals would be given monitoring implants that not only 
track their movements but can also be used to incapacitate 
them remotely. They also inhibit violent reactions and keep 
inmates calm." 


I blinked as I stood with my mouth agape. "Are you 
serious?" 


"It was pitched to the board two years ago. At the time, we 
rejected it on ethical grounds." 


"I'm surprised Prototek even knows what that means." 


She glared at me. "I'm serious, Aaron. We did take ethics 
into consideration." 


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I did promise 
Dolores that I wouldn't judge her for her past. "It seems like 
things might have changed now. Your initial objection 
probably didn't meant much in the long run." 


Dolores sighed. "If it's any consolation, I agree with you on 
that one. Prison should be about rehabilitating people, not 
giving them an off switch. There are a lot of things the 
article doesn't say. They wanted to experiment with 
blocking memories, potentially rewriting the user's 
personality. Honestly, part of why I leaked the documents to 
you was that I remembered these things being pitched." 


I clenched my fist around the paper. "We need to stop them. 
They'll just keep abusing the system, and we both know 
they bribed and lobbied their way out of the current 
investigation." 


“How would you do that? You want to break in like Tina 
suggested?" 


I sat at my desk and looked out the window. "The fact that 
we keep talking about it speaks volumes. We can dance 
around the bush, but it's our only option left." I spun my 
chair around and faced her again. "The only real success 
we've had came from you. The documents you leaked, they 
changed everything. I think I need to make the same kind of 
sacrifice you made. Also, let's be frank here. I don't have 
much time left. Prototek are just waiting for the chance to 
send in their lawyers, and then it's all over." 


"I'm not sure I like the direction this conversation's taking." 


"Let's say we don't call it a heist," I continued. "Let's call it 
corporate espionage. That's the polite word for it, isn't it?" 


"There's no way you can make it work, Aaron." Dolores 
shook her head. "Even if by some miracle you pull it off, 
you'll get caught and end up in prison." 


I took a deep breath. "At least I'll be in prison without those 
control implants." I poked my finger at the article. "We leak 
the Virtuoso source code, and everything changes. Every 
person around the world with technical knowledge will go 
through it and reveal just what implants can do." 


"And then Nordica will take over," Dolores continued. 
"They'll remove of a few features people dislike, true, but 
that's it." 


"It's still better than nothing," I continued. "We can worry 
about Nordica later. For now, we need a plan. If we can't 
come up with a relatively safe way to get it done, we forget 
about it." 


"You're really dead set on doing this, aren't you?" 


"And I need your help. You understand Prototek better than 
Tina or me. You know as much as I do how important this 
is." 


Dolores sighed. "I'm probably going to regret this, but 
you're right. I'll do it." 


My entire face froze. "Wait, just like that?" 


"I'm stuck in this chair because of Prototek, Aaron. They're 
not the company I once believed in. Those scary features in 
the prison implants? I was afraid they'd been built into my 
implant, which is why I ripped it off." She sighed and spoke 
softly. "I want to know that I did the right thing. The world 
needs to know." 


I moved toward her and grabbed her hand. "We'll find out, 
together." 


>K>K>K 


I was sitting on the couch, sipping a beer, when Tina 
returned. Dolores stared at her laptop, where she had the 
plans of the Montreal Prototek facility displayed. Truth be 
told, I still had my doubts about the plan. I kept telling 
myself that it was the only way, and that valuable 
information could only be obtained directly from the source. 


"What's up?" Tina asked as she took off her muddy boots 
and stepped inside the apartment. 


I shared a look with Dolores before motioning for Tina to 
join us."Come here a moment. We need to talk." 


"Sure," Tina said. "What about?" 


“About an idea you had," I said. I took a generous swig of 
beer. "We're looking into stealing the source codes from 
Prototek's local office." 


A chuckle escaped Tina's lips. "Seriously? And who's 'we'?" 
"Aaron and I," Dolores said. 


"Wow." Tina blinked at Dolores. "I guess I misjudged you." 
She sat next to me on the couch. "Where do we start?" 


I frowned as I left my beer on the table. "You're not getting 
involved. In fact, I'm sending you back to your family." 


"What the fuck?" she said. "You need me for this, and you 
know it. It was my idea to begin with." 


I forced myself to remain calm. "And I promised your 
parents that we'd follow some rules. I believe that the first 
one was to keep everything we do legal." 


"No offense," Tina said, "but the two of you couldn't rob a 
liquor store without getting caught. You need someone with 
street smarts." 


"I don't believe we'll find street thugs or drug dealers inside 
Prototek's offices, Tina." 


She smirked. "No, but you'll need a valid implant signature 
to get in." 


"And you have one?" Dolores said incredulously. She pushed 
her laptop out of the way so she could better see Tina. "We 
—I mean, they're very careful about deactivating them the 
moment someone's getting fired. Whatever you bought 
won't work." 


Tina chuckled and shook her head. "I wouldn't be so sure. 
Aaron, you said not to work on malware while I worked for 
you. I had a good three weeks when I wasn't working for 
you." She grinned sheepishly. "I did have time to kill." 


I gasped. "You didn't..." 


"I have a few Prototek employees infected," she said with a 
grin. "I can see most of what they do with their implants. I 
have a few likely candidates we could blackmail into letting 
us in. Some people are into freaky shit." 


"Wait." There was a hint of panic in Dolores's voice. 
Whatever she said, she still took some pride in her past 
work. "Are Prototek implants really that easy to hack?" 


"IT won't say easy," Tina said, "but there're always 
vulnerabilities. I can't take all the credit though. A bunch of 
guys from Eastern Europe did a lot of the work. One thing I 
did was to create a fake Nordica recruitment site. We 
emailed a bunch of Prototek people, and they got infected 
as they visited the page and sent us their resumes. Just the 
resumes alone tell us a lot about them." 


"So the infected users aren't that loyal," I completed. I 
grabbed my beer and took a sip, gathering my thoughts. 
"I'll admit, it's a good idea." 


"It is," Dolores said with a firm nod. "And it's something we 
could use." 


I sighed again. "I still don't like involving you, Tina." 


"She'll remain behind," Dolores continued. "You'll go in 
alone, and nothing will trace back to her. Self-sacrifice 
won't be enough for this. For a plan of this magnitude, 
you'll need all the help you can get. Yes, that includes 
people you care about." 


I leaned back on the couch. "Sometimes, I forget how 
ruthless you can be." 


"IT want to do this," Tina said. "I know how to protect myself 
and stay anonymous, better than most people. Certainly 
better than the two of you. This plan can't work without me, 
and you know it." 


"I'm going to regret this later," I mumbled. I took a sip from 
my beer. 


Tina moved closer to me on the couch as she grinned at me. 
"I knew you'd come around. We'll have a blast, trust me." 


I groaned as I shook my head." Regretting it already. This 
isn't meant to be fun." 


"Aaron's right," Dolores said. "What we're planning is 
extremely dangerous, and for now, it's only a plan. We go 
forward once we're Satisfied that it'll work, not before." 


"Yeah, okay." Tina stood up and moved next to Dolores, 
taking a look at her laptop. "What do you have so far?" 


“Not much," I admitted. "Dolores has a map of the facility 
from when she worked there, and we have some 
information about their security system. Dolores, I should 
let you explain that part." 


"All right." Dolores took another look at her laptop before 
answering, with Tina looking over her shoulder. "All the 
source codes are left encrypted in servers located in 
Prototek's main facilities. The only way to access them is on 
site, and only project directors have the required clearance. 
Even I didn't have access. They have to use their work 
computer, as well as enter a password and use the 
signature on their payment chip. In short, we're not getting 
anything without a director." 


"That's not good," Tina said. 


Dolores nodded. "Before we have to worry about any of 
that, we have to physically get inside the building. Prototek 
employees all have their smart implants registered, and 
they use their implant signature to get inside the building." 


"This is where I'd come in," Tina said. "I could get you 
someone to open the door, or maybe even let us clone their 
implant signatures. Unless they patched it, it's doable, and 
all you'd need is a payment chip. You wouldn't need the full 
implants." 


"I could live with that." I stroked my beard as I tried to find 
flaws in the plan. "But then there's inside the facility." 


"Yes." Dolores took another glance at her laptop. "Every 
Prototek building has security day and night. Their 
surveillance cameras use both facial recognition and gait 
recognition. They likely have all of our faces on file, which 
would trigger a silent alarm if we step inside. I also know 
they prefer to handle security matters internally before 
they call the police." 


"As you can see," I said, "getting in won't be easy." 


Tina scratched her chin." Yeah, unless we have some way of 
shutting off their security system." 


I frowned. "This isn't a spy movie, Tina. We can't just hack 
our way through their security." 


"Aaron is right," Dolores said. "We need to go in witha 
legitimate reason." 


I chuckled. "I could always accept the job offer Prototek 
offered me a few years ago." 


Dolores shook her head playfully. "I don't think it's valid 
anymore." 


"Too bad I couldn't get a director infected," Tina said. "That 
would have solved our problems." 


I massaged the back of my neck. "For all we know, one of 
your infected implants could have snapped a shot ofa 
director looking at something compromising." I paused as I 
looked at Tina. "You haven't found anything like that, have 
you?" 


She shook her head. "Sorry, I can only capture browsing 
and download history. We're still working on finding that 
backdoor that'll let us see through someone's eyes." She 
looked down and spoke quietly. "We do know from Sophie 
that it's there, though." 


"All right," I stood up and stared at Tina. "Do you have 
anything on any of their employees?" 


Tina looked at me and grinned." Married guy with two kids 
browsing gay dating sites good enough?" 


Dolores blinked. "Wait, who?" 


"Some guy called Cody Smith," Tina said. "He's an 
accountant, I think." 


Dolores whistled. "I never would have guessed. I actually 
had lunch with his wife once." 


“Sounds good enough." I walked toward the window, 
thinking out loud. "We can use Smith as our inside man ina 
limited fashion." 


"So, blackmail him?" Dolores said. 
I eyed her severely. "Do you have a problem with that?" 
"Do you?" 


I sighed. "I do, but we're beyond that. For what it's worth, 
we'll delete everything we have on him once we have the 
source code." 


Dolores nodded. "All right, just so we're all on the same 
page." 


"I have his email," Tina said. "Should be easy to send him a 
few screen shots, freak him out, and then give him five 
minutes to give us whatever we ask." 


I frowned. "If we decide what to ask of him. I won't destroy 
a man's life without good reason." 


Dolores moved toward me and placed her working hand on 
my back. "Are you certain you're okay with this, Aaron?" 


"We have to do this." I closed my eyes. " We all know that it's 
the only way." 


"Good," Dolores continued, her tone unflinching. "Smith is 
an accountant. That tells us what kind of information he 
might have access to. We can ask for lists of people on the 
payroll, expenses, travel bills. We can learn a lot through 
financial records." 


Tina blinked. "You lost me. How does any of that help?" 


"It gives us information," Dolores said. "We'll have an idea 
who they have working where, who spends money, and 
where. It can give us a target." 


"Don't you already know all that?" Tina scratched her head. 


“Dolores worked at Prototek, but she didn't know 
everyone," I said. "It's a big company. Actually having all 
that information would be huge. Would he send it though? 
He might decide that it's safer to let us release the 
pictures." 


Tina grinned and rubbed her hands together. "Leave that to 
me. I'll give him a real scare, include his wife's email, 
pictures of his family, the whole thing. I got his Friendhub 
password, so I can dig up a bit more about him." 


I sighed again. "Your parents don't have a clue you've been 
doing this, do they?" 


“Of course not," she said with an innocent smile. "Don't take 
it personally. I've been into this stuff since I was eleven. You 
should see what I did to the printers on the school 
network." 


I shook my head. "I'll take your word for it." My eyes 
wandered back toward the window and the setting sun 
outside. "It sounds like a plan, but I think we should sleep 
on it. If we do this, we're criminals. It's not a decision to be 
taken lightly." 


Tina shrugged. "I've been up for it since the start, but I'll 
wait." 


Dolores nodded at me. "I agree that we should think it over. 
I acted without thinking when I first leaked the documents, 
and it confined me to this wheelchair. We need to be 
careful." 


"Then it's decided," I said."The plan so far is to blackmail 
our accountant into releasing payrolls and expenses to us, 
while keeping him as our insider agent. Before we do 
anything though, let's all take a step back. Even you, Tina." 

I grabbed my jacked and headed for the door. "I'm going for 
a walk." I didn't look back or wait for an answer as I left. 


>K>K>K 


The sun had set, and the street was nearly empty. I kept a 
slow pace, passing closed shops and parked vehicles. With 
everything that was going on, I needed some time for 
myself. I breathed in the cool evening air, frowning at the 
rotting smell coming from a nearby restaurant's garbage 
bin. 


The heist made sense. As much as I tried to find flaws 
within the plan, it all seemed to fit together. Sending 
untraceable emails would be easy, and we'd hopefully get 
the information we need. I only hoped it could be done 
without involving Tina. If her parents found out, then there 
would be no way for me to escape the consequences. In 
fact, the chances of me being jailed were fairly high. 
Someone had to go in for the last phase, and I wouldn't be 
able to trust anyone else. 


Tina would want to come, but I already made it clear that I 
wouldn't allow it. Dolores's handicap made it impossible for 
her to follow me in. Also, I couldn't possibly ask her to 
sacrifice herself again for my cause. Everyone else had left 
me. Taylor and Sophie were done, probably for good. 
Charlie would have wanted to help, but he was in enough 
trouble already. 


If Joey were still around, he'd probably talk me out of it. He 
would say that I was taking all the world's problems on my 
shoulders while I should be focusing on my failing 
consulting business. As if I had a chance of salvaging it. No, 
the best I could hope for was to find someplace quiet to 
retire with Dolores. Maybe start a modest business that had 
nothing to do with computers. 


I grabbed my phone from my pocket and fiddled with it. I 
stopped and looked at it. Joey didn't work for me anymore, 
but he was still a friend—exactly what I needed. 


His phone rang twice before he answered. "Who is it?" 


"It's Aaron," I replied, wondering why he didn't see I was 
the one calling. 


"Oh, hey. How's it going?" He sounded distracted. 


“Have I caught you at a bad time?" 
"No, it's fine," he said. 


"I just felt like I'd catch up, you know. How's your treatment 
going?" 


"Pretty well, actually." His voice sounded flat. "And I got 
used to Kiva. It's really not all that different from SenseOS." 


I sat down on a nearby bench. "I'm glad things are working 
out for you. I don't know if you read, but Taylor and his 
friend Paul developed an app that blocks neurotransmitter 
manipulation." 


“Reclaim, I know," Joey said. "I tried it for a while, but it 
interfered with my doctor's monitoring app." 


I frowned, but decided not to comment. Joey had made his 
choice, and I'd already agreed to respect it. "Tina's back," I 
said instead. "You probably read about what happened in 
the news. I straightened things out with her parents, and 
she's allowed to visit and help me out." 


"I'm glad, although I'm not sure if it's really worth it." 
“What do you mean?" 


"I mean that you did all you could." Joey took a deep breath. 
"Honestly, Aaron, taking some distance, it made a lot of 
things clearer. Kiva really isn't so bad. I don't get weird 
urges to buy anything or vote a certain way. Could it be 
possible that you're only seeing what you want to see?" 


I fell silent with my mouth agape. "Are you serious?" | 
managed to blurt out. "You've seen the same documents as 
me." 


"I know," Joey said. "It just doesn't seem right, you know. A 
conspiracy on this scale? The government wouldn't let it 
fly." 


Something snapped in my head." Maybe they would. Maybe 
they're in on it, or their implants manipulate them. And 
where the hell does that come from all of a sudden? You 
never doubted me before." I realized that my tone was 
rising aS a woman passing by glared at me. 


Joey sighed. "As I said, I got to think about it from a 
distance. To be honest, how can you talk so much about 
something you don't understand? Maybe you should get 
implants of your own first. It might give you some insight. In 
fact, we should get a beer soon. I'll tell you all about it." 


I shook my head." Maybe some other time. Goodbye, Joey." I 
hung up and grabbed my head with my hands. Tears fell 
down my cheeks. 


Not only did Prototek and Nordica attack my reputation 
and take away my team, but now they'd turned my best 
friend against everything I stood for. I rose and saw my 
reflection in a storefront window. My hair was messy, and 
my beard overdue for a trim. "Damn it!" I screamed as I 
punched the nearby brick wall. I immediately regretted it 
as I grabbed my hand in pain. 


I breathed heavily, again staring at my reflection. My eyes 
were bloodshot and my knuckles bleeding. I looked down at 
my injured hand. The skin had ripped off and moving my 
fingers hurt. For too long, I'd played it safe. Prototek was 
willing to play dirty, and the only way I could beat them was 
by dirtying my own hands. I made my way back home, 
renewed vigor in my steps. 


Chapter 18 


Tina, it seemed, was well prepared. The moment we 
decided to go through with the plan, all she had to do was 
hit "send" on an email full of compromising pictures. The 
message consisted of a compressed file containing 
everything questionable Tina could find in Smith's browsing 
history. The body of the mail was a single sentence: "Keep 
quiet, and do as you're told." 


"So, now what?" I asked, sitting next to her at the kitchen 
table. I cringed at the pain in my bandaged knuckles. 


"We wait," Tina said. "I'll let him sweat a little, then send 
our instructions." 


Dolores frowned from the opposite side of the table. "You're 
awfully calm through all this." 


Tina shrugged." Not the first time I do something like this. 
Actually, Aaron, I'm surprised you never did." 


I crossed my arms. "I pursued a career in computers to stop 
hostile hacks and abuses. People shouldn't have to fear 
their technology." 


"That's a bit naive," Dolores said. "Exploits will always be 
around. Even I know that." 


I sighed. "I know. Never mind." 


Tina looked at something on her laptop and chuckled. 
"Wow, he just deleted his Friendhub account, like that's 
gonna help him." She stretched her arms. "Better scare him 
a little." She started to type. 


“What are you doing now?" I pulled on the collar of my 
shirt. The apartment felt hotter than usual. 


"Emailing him again. Just letting him know that it's 
pointless and that we already have everything we need. 
Can't hurt to remind him we're watching." 


"Lovely," I mumbled under my breath. 


Tina hit enter and leaned back on her seat. "I say we give 
him five minutes, then I send the instructions. Give him time 
to freak out, but not enough to rationalize any of it." 


“Please promise me you won't ever do this again unless it's 
important." I shook my head. "It goes against everything 
I've tried to teach you." 


"It's for the greater good," Dolores said with a hardened 
glare." Your own words." 


"It doesn't mean I have to like it." 


Tina sighed. "For what it's worth, I stopped hacking random 
people, and I've been contributing to Reclaim. I only did 
this because I figured we'd need it." 


I nodded, then stared at the wall. "Send the instructions." 
"It's only been two minutes," Tina replied. 


I placed my hands on the table. "Let's not torture the poor 
man any more than we have to. Just get what we need." 


Tina shrugged. "Whatever." She typed on her keyboard. 


"What's the plan if he doesn't comply?" Dolores asked 


"Try again with someone else?" Tina said. "I have a few 
other likely targets, just none as juicy." 


Dolores looked from Tina to me. "And none of it can be 
traced back to us?" 


"It's all routed through Tor." My voice sounded raspy as I 
explained. "The email address we used was made 
specifically for this and will be deleted once we're done." I 
turned to Tina. "Did he reply to any of the messages?" 


"He begged a bit, said he'll do anything we ask, the usual 
stuff." She hit enter. "All right, it's sent. I told him he has 
five minutes to send us everything." 


I stood up." No turning back now, I suppose." I turned and 
walked toward my bedroom. "I need to be alone while we 
wait. I still can't believe I even agreed to this." I moved my 
injured hand, trying to numb the pain. It only made it 
Worse. 


I was about to close the bedroom door when Dolores 
followed after me. Somehow, her electric wheelchair was 
louder than usual. "Aaron, wait." She waited for me to turn 
around before continuing." You need to get your act 
together." 


I sighed as I leaned against the door frame. "What do you 
mean?" 


"IT mean that you're the one who wanted to do this. Enough 
with the self-pity. Yes, you're a criminal now. Deal with it. 
We can't hesitate now." 


Tina grinned in the background as she stared at her laptop, 
which almost made me snap at her. Instead, I took a deep 


breath and focused my attention on Dolores." You're right, 
and I'm sorry." 


"For now, we wait," she continued. "Tina will get the 
information, and then we'll have plenty of paperwork to sort 
through. I need you alert for this. I can't do it alone, and 
Tina won't be able to make heads or tails of any of it." 


"I know, and I'm fine," I said, putting my hands up. "I just 
need to keep my mind busy while we wait." 


"Don't worry about it," Tina said from the kitchen table. 
"The waiting always sucks." 


I made my way back to the table and sat back down with a 
groan, staring at Tina. "Once this is over, you and I will have 
a long talk about ethics." 


She shrugged. "Whatever." 


It took about a minute of waiting before Dolores suggested 
taking out a deck of cards. We played a round of Go Fish, 
which I lost in humiliating fashion. As hard as I tried, my 
mind kept wandering back to Cody Smith and what he was 
going through. Had he started sending the documents, or 
was he still panicking about his situation? Would he take 
steps to protect himself, or let IT see everything he did? 
One way or the other, the man's life was ruined. Even if we 
told him that everything had been deleted, he wouldn't 
believe it. 


"It's been ten minutes," Dolores said. "Any update?" 


Tina scrolled through her inbox and chuckled. "Wow, he 
sent us a message five minutes ago. Said he's cooperating, 
but needs another ten to gather everything. I probably 
should have checked." 


I massaged my temples. "Tell him it's fine, and please don't 
take this lightly." 


She typed on her keyboard and hit enter. "Sent. I told him 
to hurry it up, and I included his wife's email for good 
measure." 


I didn't bother with a remark this time. It was better to get 
it over with, and as much as I! wanted, I couldn't keep Tina 
from enjoying herself. I could only hope that she would one 
day outgrow such hijinks. 


Tina received another email four minutes later, this one 
with a large attachment. "Gotcha," she said with a grin. She 
uncompressed the files and scrolled through with a puzzled 
look on her face. She tipped her head towards Dolores. 
"Hey Prototek. Is this what you need?" 


Dolores scrolled through the files. "Hmm, looks good 
enough. Payrolls, expenses, purchasing... Looks like it's all 
there." 


I sighed in relief. "Good. Tina, email him and tell him to stop 
WOITying.’ 


Tina nodded. "I'll tell him that he did good work but to stay 
quiet. We don't want Prototek getting suspicious." 


"Fair enough," I said. 


Tina typed in her reply. "I'll delete every trace of this 
address, just in case. Anyway, now what?" 


"Now," I said, "we sort through the data. This could take a 
while." 
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"Damn," I grumbled as I took a glance outside, massaging 
my temples. "The sun is rising." 


Dolores looked up from her laptop. "Have we been at it all 
night?" 


"It looks like it." I glanced at the couch, where Tina slept. 
“Have you found anything new?" 


“Nothing much," Dolores said. "I never realized before how 
much money Prototek spends just sending people around 
the world for meetings. If you want to help, take a look at 
the purchasing data. I don't think we'll find anything there, 
but we never know." 


I sighed. "I might as well. I'm not quite ready for bed yet." 


I returned to my desk and sorted through page after page 
of data, learning how much Prototek had spent in the last 
year on toilet paper, paperclips, staples, and other office 
furniture. The pain in my hand made it hard to concentrate. 
I scanned everything, looking for anything out of the 
ordinary. I had to ask Dolores for help whenever a number 
seemed high. Most of the time, she'd just nod and remind 
me that it was normal to spend large sums of money in the 
corporate world. 


After another hour of searching, my stomach grumbled. I 
stood up and stretched my arms before heading to the 
kitchen. "I'll make us something to eat. Are eggs and bacon 
okay with you?" 


Dolores shrugged. "It is breakfast time." 


I started cooking the bacon and lost myself staring at the 
pan. Twice, I almost fell asleep on the spot, reminding 
myself that I'd been up all night and that rest would be 


needed. It wouldn't do for Dolores and I to be so tired that 
we missed important information. 


"What time is it?" A groggy voice asked from behind me. I 
turned around and found Tina sitting up on the sofa, her 
hair ruffled, eyes half-closed, and pillow marks on her 
cheek. 


"It's about seven AM," I said as I flipped the bacon. "I can 
make you breakfast if you want." 


"Sure," she said as she stood and walked to the kitchen. 
"You guys been at it all night?" 


I nodded. 
"Haven't found much?" 


“Nothing so far," I said. "What about you? Have you slept 
well?" 


"I guess." She leaned on the fridge and yawned. 


I flipped the bacon again. It was almost ready. "I wanted to 
talk to you." 


"What about?" 


"About what we did," I said. "I know you like to act like 
you're in control, but are you certain you aren't at all 
bothered by it?" 


"About hacking that guy who cheats on his wife, you mean?" 
She opened the fridge and grabbed the orange juice bottle. 
"He's just a plug, and he works for Prototek." 


I sighed. "He's still a man, Tina. I thought you were past the 
‘us versus them' mentality by now." 


She left the bottle on the counter and crossed her arms. 
“Look, Aaron, like it or not, this is who I am. Don't get me 
wrong, I admire what you do. I wouldn't have come to you if 
I didn't. If you want to get the Virtuoso source code, though, 
you can't play it clean. For what it's worth, I won't make a 
habit of this. But if people like Cody Smith are going to help 
screw us over, I plan on fucking them over right back." 


The bacon was ready, and I took it out of the pan before it 
burned, then faced Tina again. "Just don't become a bully, 
okay? I don't know what'll happen to me after this, but you 
still have your life ahead of you. You need to go back to 
school, learn all you can, and then keep up the fight. The 
free software movement of the future needs people like 
you.’ 


The corners of her mouth perked up. "Thanks. I will. For 
now though, let's just get that source code so the free 
software movement of the future can hack away at it." She 
poured herself a glass of orange juice. 


I smiled back. "Fair enough." I cracked three eggs into the 
pan. "Can you get the plates? And pour some juice for 
Dolores and I, will you?" 


Tina did as instructed as I watched the eggs cook. The toast 
popped out of the toaster, and Tina put one slice on each 
plate. 


“Smells good," Dolores called from the table, just outside 
the kitchen. 


"I think we were all hungrier than we thought," I replied. 
"The eggs look about ready." 


Tina and I served breakfast. I moved Dolores's laptop away 
so she could eat, which earned me a frown." You need a 


break," I said. "You look exhausted." 
She sighed weakly. "You're probably right." 
Tina sat down and took a bite of bacon. "So, any luck?" 


"I don't know," Dolores said. "Apparently, there's a Rajesh 
Neel who's getting paid for consultant work." 


I shrugged. "So what? Sagar hired a member of his family?" 


"That's what puzzles me." Dolores stroked her chin. "As far 
as I know, he has no family members who have anything to 
offer the company. He comes from a poor family in 
Bangalore, and Prototek found him by chance, paid for his 
education, then brought him into the fold. Not unlike what 
you're doing with Tina here." 


“Don't compare me to that asshole," Tina said. "Also, my 
family isn't poor." 


"My apologies," Dolores said. "Still, I'm curious who this 
Rajesh is." 


Tina grabbed her laptop and booted it. "One way to find 
out." 


"What do you mean?" Dolores asked. 
"My guess is that Tina will research him." 


"Yup," Tina said with a grin. "Social media, email address, 
physical address. It's crazy the amount of information 
people leave about themselves online." 


"At least it should be easy to find what kind of background 
the man has. If he's a consultant, he should have some sort 


of online presence." I dipped my toast in the egg yolk and 
bit into it. 


"I know I've never heard of him," Dolores said. "Then again, 
I wasn't aware of every consultant Prototek hired, and I 
never actually visited the offices in India." 


"Got something," Tina said. "There's a Rajesh Neel who 
owns a bicycle repair shop in Bangalore. I have pictures of 
him, work phone number, home address—everything." 


I raised an eyebrow. "It must be a different man." 


Dolores stroked her chin, "I don't know, they could be 
related. Sagar did mention a brother who enjoys bicycles 
once. He takes his bike to work every day. Apparently, he 
picked up the habit from his family." 


"It's a bit of a stretch," I said with a frown, "but we have 
nothing to lose by looking into it." 


"I'm on his Friendhub," Tina said." Lots of talk about his 
business. I think he opened it pretty recently." 


"Is there anything that could link him to Sagar?" I asked. 


"Give me a minute. I'm looking." Tina scrolled down and 
clicked around. "Here we go." She turned her laptop 
around, showing Dolores and I a picture of a short man with 
a thick mustache standing next to Sagar. 


"That's our man," I said. "It does raise the question. Why 
would Prototek hire the owner of a bicycle repair shop as a 
consultant?" 


"They wouldn't." Dolores took a deep breath. "The most 
likely option is Sagar embezzling money to help his brother 


start his business." 


“You mentioned his family was poor. It must be tempting for 
him to help his brother live his dream." I frowned again as I 
considered the implications, but dismissed my doubts. No 
amount of good deeds could make up for what Sagar had 
done. I turned to Tina. "I don't want us working on 
assumptions. We have to be sure." 


Tina shrugged. "Let's just call him and ask." 
Dolores dropped her fork. "Are you insane?" 


I shook my head." No, Tina's right. Do we have his phone 
number?" 


"His business should still be open," Tina said. "I'll just call 
his shop's number. I'll use your friend's service I used to call 
my parents." 


"I'll do it," I said as I moved my chair closer to her laptop. "I 
don't want to risk you doing anything that could 
compromise you." 


She raised her hands. "Man, you're paranoid. Fine, do it." 


I grabbed the headset and typed in the number. The phone 
only rang once before a man answered in what I imagined 
was one of the many Indian dialects. 


"Good afternoon," I said. "My name is Alexander Crosby, 
from Prototek. Could I speak with Mr. Rajesh Neel?" 


"Speaking," the man on the other end said through a thick 
accent. "Is everything okay?" His voice was shaking, like a 
man afraid of getting caught. 


"Absolutely." I kept my tone pleasant, trying to imitate the 
tone Dolores took in public appearances. "We recently 
upgraded our database system, and I would like to confirm 
your mailing address. Do you still live at 235 Chandni 
Chowk?" 


"That's right," Rajesh said with a sigh of relief. "Was that 
all?" 


"Yes, thank you. Have a nice day, and sorry for bothering 
you." I hung up the phone and grinned. "That's our man. He 
sounded nervous when I told him I was from Prototek, and 
then relieved when I made it clear I was just asking for a 
clarification." 


Dolores raised an eyebrow. "Creative." 


"It's called social engineering," Tina explained. "You trick 
people into giving you information by sounding 
sympathetic. It's actually a pretty big part of hacking 
someone." She turned to me. "So, we got something on a 
director. What's our next step?" 


“He wouldn't just give us the source code," Dolores said. 
"The consequences for that would be far worse than 
embezzling money, and he knows it." 


"You're right," I said. "From what I know of the man, they 
value him enough that he wouldn't necessarily get fired for 
embezzling, although I imagine he wouldn't enjoy the 
scrutiny he'd be under." 


"We can do the same thing we did with the accountant." 
Tina took another bite of bacon." We scare him off, and we 
don't leave him time to think." 


I stroked my beard. "It won't be enough. I need to go in 
there. If we just tell him to open the door and let me in, I 
can do the rest." 


"How?" Dolores asked. "And you still have to deal with 
security in there." 


"I'll wear a hood, gloves, everything," I said. "Because he'll 
be blackmailed, he'll have to keep things quiet until it's too 
late. Tina, get that map on the table over there, will you." 


Tina stretched her arm and grabbed the printed floor plan. 
“Here you go," she said as she handed me the piece of 


paper. 


I pointed at a door on the side of the building. "Here, this 
door is close to his office and shouldn't be watched. We'll go 
in the evening. Someone like Sagar must often work late. 
We'll just watch if his bike is still there, and act when almost 
everyone's home." 


"All right," Dolores said." So you get in and reach his office. 
How do you convince him to give you the source code? You 
need his password and implant signature, remember." 


“Gun to his head?" Tina shrugged. 


I slowly nodded. "I don't like it, but the simplest solution is 
often the most efficient." 


"Are you certain you're up for that?" For the first time since 
we'd started this insane plan, I heard doubt in Dolores's 
voice. "Actually, how will you even find a gun? This is 
Canada, remember. Let alone how dangerous firearms are." 


“Ignacio deals with enough shady characters, he should be 
able to find me one," I said. "Also, he keeps telling me he 


owes me for sending him so many customers. As for holding 
a gun to Sagar's head, we're already in this deep enough. 
What's one more crime? And it's not as if I actually intend 
to kill him." I took a deep breath. "I'll make sure the gun 
isn't loaded." 


"Then you copy the code to a flash drive?" Dolores asked. 
"Or upload it somewhere," I continued. 


Tina shoved some eggs in her mouth—she was the only one 
of us still paying any attention to her food."I got a server 
we can use. It's in Bulgaria, and it belongs to the guys who 
helped me write the malware. I'll just give them a heads-up, 
and they'll make sure the code gets everywhere. Won't be 
tracked back to us. They're pretty big in the piracy scene, 
and they're used to this kind of stuff." 


I stared her down. "Are you sure you trust these people? 
I'm not sure how comfortable I am leaving everything in the 
hands of Bulgarian hackers I never met." 


"I trust them," Tina said. "They hate Prototek as much as we 
do. I got in mostly because I know you." 


"All right," I said. "It sounds like a plan. I'll go in alone. Tina, 
you'll be in the back of the car with your laptop. You can 
send Sagar messages and keep tabs on what's going on. 
Dolores, I'd take you, but—" 


“But a wheelchair-accessible vehicle would attract too much 
attention," she completed. "After this is over, you'll need 
someone to take a public stance. I can't do that if I get 
involved now." 


"I thought you had a deal with Prototek," I said. "Stay away 
from the media, and they stay away from you." 


She smiled at me. "Now, I can't let you become a martyr all 
by yourself, can I?" 


I smiled back at her. "I love you." 
Tina rolled her eyes. "So, who's gonna drive the car?" 


I frowned. "I'll have to ask for favors. I have someone in 
mind, but he won't like it." 


>K>K>K 


"Just how long are we going to wait?" Taylor asked from 
behind the wheel of the five hundred dollar aging 
hatchback I'd bought cash for the heist. I'd been a bit 
worried that a gasoline vehicle would stand out, but relaxed 
once I found out how many Prototek employees still drove 
them. 


"Until enough people have left," I said, keeping my eyes 
trained on the Prototek building. "Same answer I gave you 
yesterday." 


“And the day before," Taylor continued. "I really should be 
out looking for a job right now, not helping you get your ass 
in jail." 


“Don't be a pussy," Tina said from the backseat. 
Taylor sighed. "And did you really have to drag her along?" 


"Neither of you are going in," I insisted. "You know how 
important this is, Taylor." 


"It's the only reason I'm even here." He sighed. "That, and 
you'd be desperate enough to ask Pepper if I said no, and 
we both know she's only waiting for you to ask." 


I stared at the Prototek office's parking lot as a series of 
vehicles left. Taylor had parked our car inside a nearby 
garage. Tina found out that the owner was heavy in debt 
through social media hacks, so I bribed him to let us hide in 
his establishment. I looked down at my bandaged hand. The 
pain wasn't as bad as it had been a few days ago, but still 
remained a constant distraction. 


Sagar's bicycle was still chained to the frame next to the 
front door, where he usually kept it. I'd seen him use it all 
three days we'd been watching the place. Maybe twenty 
vehicles were left in the lot. 


"He's usually gone by now," Tina said. "Tonight might be our 
night." 


I kept my eyes trained on the building. "Let's wait another 
hour. The fewer people inside, the better." 


Taylor groaned. "I'm not doing this another week." 


I turned toward Taylor. "Fair enough. We'll find someone 
else if it lasts that long, and it won't be Pepper." 


"Good," Taylor said. "Honestly, man, your obsession isn't 
healthy." 


I shook my head. "If we don't do something, then everything 
we fought for will have meant nothing. You know as well as I 
do how dangerous Prototek is. Once the code is released, 
people like you can fix vulnerabilities, or fork it in ways that 
don't manipulate the user. It'll let the entire world know 
what Prototek has been up to." 


"Just don't get caught, okay? Last thing you want is to end 
up in jail with nothing to show for it." 


I nodded. "It's why you're here. If I spend more than half an 
hour in there, you get Tina away. Dolores already prepared 
a cover story." 


Two more vehicles left, and a group of people walked 
toward the nearest metro station. I took the gun I'd bought 
from Ignacio from my belt and made sure the safety was on. 
Even though the magazine was empty, I still felt paranoid. 


"Jesus fuck," Taylor flinched. "Keep that thing hidden." 
I hid it back inside my jacket. "Sorry. It's just nerves." 


"We can always get out of here," Taylor suggested, his voice 
uncharacteristically gentle. "We'll pretend none of it ever 
happened. Hell, you can look for a job with me if you want." 


Tina leaned forward between the two seats. "You wanna run 
away, fine. We've thought it through, and it's happening." 


Taylor rolled his eyes but didn't reply to Tina's bait. 


"We're doing this." I glared at both Taylor and Tina. "No 
more complaining, no more teasing, no more fighting. Let's 
at least pretend to be professionals." 


"Fine." Tina leaned back on her seat. She scrolled through 
something on her laptop. "I have a few people working in 
that office I'm following on Friendhub. Some of them are 
talking about going out for a drink soon. If Neel isn't one of 
them, we might be able to make our move tonight." 


"Hopefully," I said. "Let's just sit and wait for now." 


Tina pointed at the parking lot." Look, the two guys going to 
the bus stop. They're both on Neel's team. I think all the 
ones I flagged have left." She clicked on something on her 


laptop, probably the Christmas party picture of Neel's team 
she found the previous day. "Yeah, that's all of them." 


I took a deep breath. "If Neel's still in there once the lights 
go out, then we move." 


We watched in silence for another hour. The building 
seemed to empty, and lights turned off on all three floors. I 
kept glancing at Neel's bicycle, still chained to the same 
rack. The pain in my hand kept distracting me. I'd have to 
replace the bandage soon. 


A woman walked in front of our car and frowned in our 
direction. 


"Fuck," Taylor said. "Think she'll call the cops?" 


"Don't worry." I smiled politely at the woman. "We're just 
waiting for the mechanic to fix our engine troubles. We 
decided to wait in the car, that's it." The woman shook her 
head and walked away. 


"See, nothing to worry about," Tina said. 


I took another glance at the building. Only two cars were 
left in the parking lot, as well as Neel's bicycle. "All right, I 
think this is it," I said. "Tina, are you ready?" 


"Yeah. I'll just mail him that picture we have of him and his 
brother, with his brother's invoice. Add a nice little 
suggestion to meet our associate in the parking lot within 
the next five minutes, and we're in business." 


"Good. I'll walk around the block and head to the parking 
lot through that back alley over there." 


"Don't forget to put a few rocks in your shoes," Tina said. 
"They have gait detectors. If they can analyze the way you 
walk, they can trace it back to you." 


"Right." I sighed. "I can't believe you did that every day for 
almost a year." 


She shrugged." You get used to it. Anyway, email's sent. 
We're on." 


"Good." I opened the car door. "Keep your eyes open, both 
of you. When I get out, you need to pick me up as quickly as 
you can. If I'm not out in thirty minutes, then you get out of 
here." 


"Yeah, I know the plan," Taylor said. Our gazes met. "And be 
careful." 


I nodded as I made my way behind the Asian restaurant 
neighboring the Prototek building. I put on my black woolen 
ski mask and dropped a handful of pebbles in my shoes 
before going around and inside the parking lot. My 
heartbeat raced as I approached the looming building. I 
kept reaching for my belt, where I'd hidden the gun. My 
gloves felt tight and sweaty, and I resisted the temptation to 
rip them off or remove the mask. The pain in my hand was 
even worse—the tight gloves didn't agree with the 

bandage. 


I stopped in my tracks as I neared the building. I repeated 
the plan in my head and hugged the wall, so as to diminish 
how much I exposed myself to the security camera. 
Hopefully, security isn't actively watching the feed. 


I breathed in and out as I waited next to the door we'd 
chosen. Any minute now, Neel would be out. Would he 
recognize me? I'd only seen him in person once, and the 


thick hood over my face would mask my voice. Still, I 
expected I'd spend a lot of time next to the man, and so 
many things could go wrong. All it would take would be 
accidentally bumping into another employee, or just one 
security measure Dolores didn't know about. 


The door slowly opened, putting a stop to my paranoid 
thought process. Neel walked outside and gasped as he saw 
me. "I'm here," he said, his voice shaking. "We don't have to 
do anything rash." He didn't look dangerous, fidgeting in 
his short-sleeved white shirt. I forced myself to remember 
that this man was responsible for attacking democracy. 


"Good." I willed my voice to sound deep. My knees shook, 
and I voluntarily stabbed my toe on a sharp rock, using the 
pain to dull my nerves. "We're going to your office. If 
anything happens to me, my associates will leak 
everything." 


Neel looked left and right, then glanced at the security 
camera. 


"Now," I said, my voice rising in intensity. I considered 
taking out the gun, but decided against it. Better to play 
that card at the last minute. 


"All right, all right," he said. "Follow me." 


He stepped inside and I followed closely, resisting the 
temptation to glance back at the car. I had to trust that 
Taylor and Tina were watching and would be there when I 
needed them. 


The hallway Neel took me through felt eerily calm. 
Motivational posters hung on the light blue walls, and even 
matched the beige carpet. As expected, Neel took the first 
right. I frowned at the sight of a security camera at the end 


of the hallway. Wearing the mask had been a bad idea. Ifa 
security guard were to see me through the camera, he'd 
sound the alarm. No doubt I'd be identified either way, and 
going in with my face uncovered wouldn't have aroused 
suspicion. I could have passed as a visiting consultant. In 
my haste to protect myself, I'd endangered the whole plan. 


Neel opened the third door on his right. His office was 
exactly where Dolores had said it was. Random papers and 
office supplies littered the room. Framed pictures of various 
people hung on the back wall. I noticed one of his brother 
Rajesh holding hand with an Indian woman—presumably 
his wife. Once again, I was off put by how normal the man 
seemed to be. 


"Okay," Neel said, holding his hands up. "I've done as you 
asked?" He was breathing in and out and avoiding eye 
contact with me. 


“Open your computer," I ordered as I tipped my head 
toward it. 


"It's already open." His voice was shaking. 


Idiot, of course it is. 1 took a deep breath. "Sit down, and do 
exactly as I tell you." I positioned myself behind his chair so 
I could see everything he did. "Hands where I can see 
them." 


Neel sat down and placed one hand on his mouse, the other 
flat on the desk. 


"Now, access the latest Virtuoso source code." My hand 
reached for my belt, expecting him to charge at me. 


His hand shook." Please, you can't be serious." 


I grabbed the gun and pointed it as his head. "Access the 
source code!" I realized at the last second that the safety 
was still on. Not that it mattered. I wasn't here to hurt the 
man, and the gun had no bullets. I resisted the urge to cry 
as my hand shook. "Now!" I screamed at him. I couldn't 
afford to appear weak. 


Neel recoiled and almost fell on his desk as he shouted 
something in a language I didn't understand. 


"Stay quiet," I ordered as I brushed the gun against his 
head. 


He raised his shaking hands, and tears fell down his cheeks. 
"All right, I'm doing it." He accessed the network and 
grabbed a handful of files. He couldn't keep his hand steady, 
and the cursor shook. His lips moved, but no sound came 
out. 


He dragged the files to his desktop and a prompt showed 
up on screen, asking for his authentication. 


“Enter your password," I said, "and your implant signature." 


He typed in a rather long passphrase, which came out as 
invalid. "Sorry," he pleaded. He tried again, this time slower. 
I managed to make out the beginning of it: o, v, e, n, g, 0, a, 
t. His password was a long string of unrelated words that 
would be easy for him to remember, but hard to bruteforce 
due to the high number of characters. A common security 
practice. 


A red light turned on near a small black circle on the side of 
his keyboard. He placed the back of his hand on it, which 
made the light turn green. "Here," he said, breathing 
erratically. "It's done." 


I waved the gun toward his desk. "Both hands on the desk." 


He did as instructed, and I clenched my fist. I ignored the 
pain in my injured hand as I took a glance at the monitor. 
The progress bar was at eighty percent, now ninety. It 
stopped for a second before reaching completion. The 
folder was on the desktop, titled Virtuoso v9.32.5.1025. 
Good, the latest version. 


Neel whimpered, more tears falling down his cheeks. I 
looked away. For all the evil this man had done, what right 
did I have to torment him this way? Crying to himself, he 
didn't look the the tyrant I pictured. I took a deep breath 
and closed my eyes. 


I barely had time to open them when Neel rushed towards 
me. He grabbed my hand and I almost dropped the gun. 


“Damn it," I snapped. I kicked one of his legs as a reflex. 


Neel fell down, and I acted. I grabbed the gun by the 
shooting end and brought the handle down as fast and hard 
as I could toward Neel's head. 


He screamed in pain and turned toward me. I grabbed his 
head and slammed it on the desk, which managed to knock 
him out. 


I looked at the gun in my hand, dropping it in horror. I 
could have easily shot Neel by mistake, or injure myself. 
Relax, there were no bullets. I took a step backwards and 
shook my head. This is the last time I ever do something 
like this. 


I pushed him away and collapsed on his chair, staring at the 
monitor. I'd done it. I opened his browser and typed in the 
IP address Tina had given me. My hands shook even harder 


than Neel's had. As expected, a simple uploading platform 
greeted me, nothing but a gray button. I clicked it, which 
allowed me to select the file from the desktop. 


My entire body froze as I heard footsteps approaching from 
outside. "Damn it," I spat as I hurried and confirmed the 
upload. Every potential scenario ran in my head at once, 
from the code being phony to armed soldiers rushing in and 
shooting me. 


The door was kicked open, and two men rushed in. I tried to 
reach for the gun, but one of them jumped toward me and 
hit me in the chest with an object. I realized too late what it 
was when a jolt of pain unlike anything I'd ever felt 
paralyzed my entire body. 


“Dumb move, asshole," the man said as he punched me in 
the chest. I saw the progress bar reach ninety-five percent 
as I was dragged outside the room. 


Chapter 19 


Every muscle in my body ached as I sat at the back of what 
I imagined was an interview room. It was rather small, filled 
with three chairs and a center table. The floor was 
uncomfortably clean and stank of cleaning products. 


I stretched my neck to look through the glass on the single 
door leading out. The same security guard who'd caught me 
waited on the other side. No doubt the police would come 
soon, and I'd have to face the music. I grabbed hold of my 
injured hand, trying to numb the pain. 


I took a deep breath, allowing the events to replay in my 
head. Did Taylor and Tina do as instructed and drive away? 
Did the file upload properly? It was nearly done, last I 
checked the monitor, but security could have reacted fast 
enough and killed the connection. Even then, would Tina's 
friends come through and leak the files? What about an 
incomplete transfer? Would they be able to retrieve 
anything useful from it? 


Speculation was pointless. Regardless what happened, I 
was in enough trouble. I could only hope that it was worth 
it. Perhaps in time, study of the Prototek code would lead to 
a change in mentalities. Perhaps Tina's generation would 
build a better future, where privacy was respected and 
people's votes and shopping habits weren't a commodity to 
be bought and sold. 


The door opening roused me from my reflection. Sagar 
Neel stepped in, hesitantly glancing at me while he held his 
bandaged head." Mr. Flynn, I knew you were desperate, but 
I didn't think you'd ever stoop this low. What could you 
possibly hope to accomplish by leaking our source code?" 


I sighed and looked down at the table. " Life's full of 
surprises." 


"You're in a lot of trouble." He took a seat on the other side 
of the table. 


"So are you." I raised my eyes to look at him. I wanted to 
smirk, but didn't have it in me. 


He raised an eyebrow. "How so?" 


"Your brother," I said. "There's no way you're keeping that 
scheme hidden now." 


He shook his head. "It won't cost me my job, but it might 

cost him his. I need to ask, Mr. Flynn. Was it worth it? You 
might have ruined my brother's dream. All of it for what? 
What can you possibly gain by fighting us?" 


"You really don't understand? Do you find satisfaction out of 
manipulating people, or is it just about the next paycheck? 
Do you ever stop and consider how your implants might 
affect society?" 


He took a deep breath. "And do you consider how doing 
things your way would? Your own mother wouldn't even 
recognize you if things went your way. Your sister would be 
out of a job." His tone rose as he stared me down. " You 
already turned Dolores Gill from a valued, influential 
executive into a cripple living off her severance pay. Now, 
you destroyed my brother's dream." 


I snapped at him and rose to my feet." You attacked 
democracy itself! None of what you're saying means 
anything in comparison." 


The door burst open, and two security men rushed in and 
forced me back on my seat. I didn't resist, having no desire 
to experience the Taser a second time. I massaged one of 
my shoulders as they let go. 


Neel nodded at the security guards. "Thank you, but we'll 
be fine." 


“Are you sure, Mr. Neel?" one of them asked. 


"Please, just wait outside," Sagar said as he waved them 
away with his hand. He waited for them to close the door 
before he continued. "I'd like to understand, Mr. Flynn. 
What could possibly drive a man to destroy his life and 
career in some vain attempt to fight progress? Is it really 
about the election? Are you really so naive?" 


I stared at him."So you do admit it." 


Neel sighed heavily. "What does it matter? Do you really 
think we're the only ones? Social media has been used to 
manipulate elections for decades. Millions have been spent 
fabricating news stories just to buy votes. What world do 
you live in?" 


I blinked a few times. "Are you truly deluded enough that 
you believe Prototek should decide who runs the 
government?" 


"I don't know." He shook his head. "I could ask you the 
same. Do you believe that the world would truly be better 
without implants? What about medical uses? Security? 
Crime has been down since smart implants became 
widespread. People have an easier time finding work. 
Would an end to political divisions not be as desirable? I 
need to understand, Mr. Flynn. Is there a vision behind your 
drivel, or are you just another madman?" 


I met his gaze as I held my hands together on the table. 
"You're right, you don't understand. You have a lot of power, 
Sagar. Way too much. How many people use your implants 
and run your code? You want to know why I'll most likely 
spend years in jail for leaking your source code? It's 
because I believe people have the right to know. Your 
brother fixes bicycles, doesn't he? He must have taken his 
apart a few times in his life, or even built one from spare 
parts. I'm doing the same with your precious implants. The 
reason why I held a gun to your head is because you gave 
me no other choice." 


"I see." His voice remained calm."So you really believe 
those fancy speeches of yours." 


A chuckle escaped my lips. "I don't think you'll ever 
understand. Or maybe you do. Maybe you remember what 
it was like, growing up in poverty—I did my research on 
you, too. Maybe, just maybe, you know what it's like to feel 
powerless, and you don't want to ever feel that way again. 
This is what it's all about, Sagar. It's about control. I'm 
giving it back to your users." 


He leaned forward on the table. "Do you really think the 
public wants that kind of control? Do you know that only 
two percent of our users ever change the default settings 
on their implants? Do you think these people care about 
source codes and reverse-engineering? You're selling 
philosophy in a consumer's market." 


"Maybe." I took a deep breath and willed myself to keep 
staring at the man." Maybe you're right and society won't 
change. At least, more and more people are installing 
Reclaim and stopping you from manipulating them. Maybe 
what I did will spark just enough interest to stop you from 
controlling democracy." 


Sagar stood up. "This is where you're wrong. It isn't about 
me. It never was. I just did my job. I wanted to know why a 
man such as yourself would act like a common thug. I think 
I have my answer." He glanced outside the room. "I think 
your escort is here. I'm glad we got a chance to talk, Mr. 
Flynn." 


He left the room, and a man and a woman both wearing 
black suits and clean haircuts stepped inside. I was under 
no illusion as to what it meant, although I still gulped in 
anticipation. 


The woman tipped her head toward me. "Please stand." 


I rose to my feet and avoided the woman's gaze. I raised my 
hands. "I know, I'm under arrest." 


Surprisingly, I wasn't handcuffed. The bulky man grabbed 
my shoulder in a firm grip and directed me out of the room. 
His meaty fingers and large chin made me think of a gorilla. 


"Mr. Neel," the woman said as she passed Sagar. 


Realization flashed as I was escorted through the rows of 
cubicles and down a set of stairs. These weren't normal 
police officers. The familiar tone they'd employed with 
Sagar, me not being handcuffed, my rights not being read, 
and the way they navigated the Prototek offices as if they 
already knew the place—these were either Prototek's 
private security or they worked for a firm associated with 
them. 


"Where are you taking me?" I asked. 


No reply came, except for an extra shove by the gorilla. I 
thought about running, but resisting was pointless—these 
two would easily overpower me, and even if I escaped by 


some miracle, I wouldn't last long on the run. I could only 
hope that everything had gone according to plan and the 
source code was out for the entire world to see. 


I was taken out the same door I'd entered from. I glanced 
toward the garage where the car had been parked and 
almost sighed in relief when I found the spot empty. Taylor 
had followed the plan and gotten Tina to safety. I would 
probably never be allowed to see the girl again, but at least 
she'd be fine. As far as anyone was concerned, I had acted 
alone. 


A white, nondescript van was parked near the door. The 
gorilla still holding on to my shoulder pushed me toward it 
as the woman opened the door. I gulped as I stepped inside, 
again seeing no way out. The windows were tinted, and I 
could barely see anything from the back seat. The gorilla 
sat next to me and glared in my direction, almost 
challenging me to defy him. The woman sat in the front, 
next to a driver whose face I couldn't see. I grabbed hold of 
my injured knuckles, cringing as the pain worsened. 


As the van got moving, my heartbeat raced. No matter what 
I'd accomplished, my days as a free man were over. 
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I remained seated at the back of the van for hours. I could 
tell that we were going somewhere on the north shore. 
Where exactly, I had no idea. The gorilla stayed quiet, but 
the blue glimmer in his eyes made it clear he was somehow 
passing the time. The only words that ever came out of his 
mouth were "shut up," whenever I'd ask where we were 
going. The pain in my hand was a constant reminder that 
I'd need to change the bandage soon. 


The longer we rode, the more certain I felt that these 
weren't the police, or even private security. Only one thing 
made sense to me. These are agents from the Five Eyes 
Intelligence Bureau. I'd suspected their involvement, and it 
would make sense for Prototek to contact them rather than 
the police. The only question left was what they had in store 
for me. 


I considered jumping out of the van, but we were speeding 
on the highway and the door was locked, no doubt 
controlled from the driver's seat. My options were severely 
limited. 


"I have the right to a phone call," I insisted. "I want to speak 
to my lawyer." 


"Shut up." The gorilla didn't even look at me. 


The woman sitting in the front passenger seat spoke more 
pleasantly. "Everything will be explained to you once we 
reach our destination, Aaron." The way she casually said my 
name made my skin crawl. 


"I don't want an explanation," I said. "I want my phone call." 


The woman returned her attention to the road. "Soon." Her 
tone was almost playful. "You'll find that dealing with us is 
far more pleasant than what you're no doubt expecting." 


“And who's 'us' exactly? You're working for the Five Eyes, 
correct?" 


She chuckled but kept her eyes on the road. "Just relax, 
Aaron. It'll all be over soon." 


I tried a few more times to get information out of my 
captors but was only met with silence. I looked out the 


window, trying to make out where I was being taken. The 
pitch blackness made it hard to tell anything. 


I sighed. Almost certainly, I would be denied my phone call. 
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The sun was rising when we arrived at what looked like a 
massive block of concrete at the end ofa private dirt road. 
The place looked like it dated from the second world war— 
the perfect hideout for a shadowy organization looking to 
avoid scrutiny. 


The van entered a poorly illuminated parking garage and 
stopped at the back, where the door was opened by yet 
another man in a black suit, this one with a shaved head. 


"Please come with me, Mr. Flynn," he said. Two security 
guards armed with oversized rifles stood behind him. 


I gulped as I stepped out of the van. I didn't argue—there 
was no point. 


The gorilla positioned himself next to me and pushed me 
forward. I sighed as I complied. The bald man who'd 
opened the door led the way down a corridor while the 
gorilla stayed close to me. I looked down at my feet. 


The entire situation didn't feel quite real. I halfexpected to 
wake up panting and sweating next to Dolores. How could 
such a place even exist? Was I the only prisoner here, or did 
others share my fate? If so, had any of them been tried? 


Would I be tortured? 


We entered a vast, open area inside the concrete structure. 
A plastic tarp surrounded a small area reminiscent of 


Ignacio's operation area. Further still, a series of stone- 
faced workers sat at computers in lined up cubicles. 


I was taken to a construction trailer parked on the side of 
the structure. "Up," the gorilla said as he motioned toward 
a set of stairs leading toward an open door. 


I walked up the stairs and stepped inside the trailer. A fat 
man with blond, curly hair was leaning against a wooden 
desk, holding a hockey puck in his meaty fingers. 


The gorilla, who stood close behind me, nodded at the man. 
"Here's Flynn, Sir." 


"Good." The man smiled almost warmly as he took a step 
toward me and flipped his hockey puck in the air. His plaid, 
short-sleeved shirt and casual black pants made him seem 
out of place. "Wait outside, will you Jerry?" 


The gorilla grunted and stepped outside, closing the door. 


The fat man motioned toward a plastic chair in front of his 
desk. "Have a seat Mr. Flynn, or do you prefer Aaron?" 


I remained standing. "I'd prefer my phone call." I didn't 
expect my request to be granted, but demanding my rights 
seemed to be the last act of defiance I'd be allowed. 


The man walked behind his desk and sat down." You're 
smarter than this. Do you truly expect you'll get a phone 
call?" 


"T have the right to it," I said. "I also have the right to a trial, 
proper representation—" 


He held his hand up. "Let me stop you right there," he said, 
cutting me off. His tone remained calm and lighthearted. 


"I'm not a cop, and you're not in trouble. Well, not 
completely. You did threaten a man and steal the Virtuoso 
source code, after all, but let's not worry about that for now. 
Have a seat. Would you like coffee? Something to eat, 
maybe?" 


I sighed and sat in the chair. "Water," I said. 


He shrugged." Uninspired, but why not?" He pressed a 
button on his desk. "Janice, a glass of water, and a cup of 
green tea." 


He placed his hockey puck on his desk and extended his 
hand."I suppose I should introduce myself. You can call me 
Dr. Felix." 


I crossed my arms. "Is that your real name?" 


“Why wouldn't it be?" He shrugged innocently. "You spent 
too much time with that teenage associate of yours. Tina, is 
it?" His eyes glimmered for a second. "Anyway, let's have a 
look. According to this, you have no known medical 
condition. No major surgery. We'll have to take a look at this 
hand of yours. Punching that brick wall wasn't your 
brightest moment." He pointed at my bandaged knuckles. 


I sighed, refusing to let him bait me. "Get to the damn 
point." 


The door opened, and a woman in a business skirt and 
white shirt stepped inside, smiling at Felix as she placed a 
glass of water in front of me and handed the fat man his cup 
of tea. 


"Thank you, Janice," he said. 


I eyed the glass of water as she left the trailer and closed 
the door. 


"Please, drink," Felix said. 


I hesitantly grabbed the glass and took a sip. "Enough with 
the act." I glared at him as defiantly as I could. "What are 
you going to do to me?" 


He smelled his cup of tea, taking in the aroma before taking 
a sip. He was purposefully taking his time, trying to bait me. 
"All right, straight to business. Here's what will happen 
next. First, you'll take a quick sabbatical. You'll disappear 
from public life for a few months—we already updated your 
blog accordingly. It makes sense, after all. The news that 
the investigation is going nowhere is making you rethink 
your priorities." 


"That's ridiculous." I shook my head."And I have friends 
who'll be able to tell I wasn't the one who updated the 
blog." 


"Oh, conspiracy theories will arise," Felix continued. "I'll tell 
you what. You make a good, convincing public statement, 
and I leave both Tina Lebel and Dolores Gill out of this." 


I gulped, but kept my eyes trained on him. Now was not the 
time to show weakness. "You have nothing on them. They 
weren't part of this. I acted alone." 


He rolled his eyes."Oh please, don't take me for an idiot, 
Aaron." 


I crossed my arms." You have nothing. What do you care 
about my blog, anyway? You've already done more than 
enough to destroy my credibility." 


He took another sip of tea. "Well, plenty of time for that in 
the future, I suppose. Now, where was I? Oh yes, after a few 
months, you'll announce to the world that you accepted a 
job at Nordica. You'll feel that it's the best way to make a 
positive change to the world, by helping make more ethical 
smart implants, keep them honest, that kind of crap. Oh, 
and I'm sure you'll want to help your sister take care of 
your sick mother." 


"You're delusional." I forced an uneasy laugh. Something 
was wrong here. Why was my hand shaking? 


Felix grinned at me. "One thing you were right about, 
Aaron; implants really can affect people, more than you 
know. The human brain really isn't that complicated. In fact, 
before you get your own set, I should ask, just to be safe. Do 
you have any allergies? Any medical conditions we should 
be aware of? Did you undergo major surgery within the last 
twenty-four months?" 


I stumbled as I stood up. "You wouldn't dare!" I shook my 
head. "I have rights. I want my phone call." 


Felix leaned forward with his hands together. "Now now, 
Aaron. You're getting out of this without jail time. You 
should be proud. You'll be one of the first criminals to 
reenter society as a productive individual rather than waste 
resources in prison." He pressed the button on his desk 
again. "Jerry, we're ready in here." 


"You son of a bitch!" I rushed toward the man and my fist 
met his jaw. He braced for a second punch as he fell back on 
his desk. I started throwing a second punch, but was 
grabbed from behind before it could connect. "Let me go!" 
My knuckles bled, but I didn't feel any pain. 


I struggled to free myself, but whoever was holding me 
grabbed my arm and twisted it. My shoulder felt like it was 
about to get ripped apart and I screamed in pain. 


“Prep him for surgery." Felix massaged his jaw and turned 
his back to me. 


I kept struggling as the gorilla dragged me out of the trailer 
and toward the area with the plastic tarp. He kept twisting 
my arm and brought me down to my knees. The pain in my 
knuckles worsened. Tears fell down my cheeks as a woman 
approached me with a syringe. 


Chapter 20 


I took a sip of coffee as I dismissed a Kiva reminder about 
lunch with Rebecca. I had some free time, so I went to the 
café by myself half an hour early. I'd been spending quality 
time there in the past few weeks, and the menu app had 
already started suggesting items according to my habits. I 
moved a finger in front of my eyes to order a second cup 
before reading the day's headlines. 


Dolores Gill was on the front page again, calling for more 
implant regulations. I was tempted to contact her, but I'd 
been warned by my superiors not to. It was, after all, a 
delicate situation, and one I'd been misguided into getting 
involved in. I had no idea who was responsible for the 
Prototek source code leak a few months back, but I knew it 
had been motivated by my previous misguided crusade. 


I felt a wave of nausea at the reminder and switched to the 
culture page, but not before clicking on the red button at 
the bottom right, letting my implant know that I didn't like 
the story. Most of the time, Kiva did a good job of limiting 
my feed to news relevant to my interests, but it still needed 
a nudge once in a while. Overall, it had done wonders to 
reduce my stress level. 


The corners of my mouth perked up as I read about 
Legends of Akharan reaching eight million users. Rebecca 
would definitely be proud. I made a mental note to 
congratulate her once she arrived. 


Thinking about my sister and her game made me decide to 
start it up. I'd only recently started playing, and my 
character was still low level, but I found it strangely 
addictive. I scanned the café for other players and found 


one willing to trade. I managed to exchange a stack of newt 
eyes for the bronze ore I needed to level blacksmithing. 


“Hey, Aaron." I blinked and shook my head, getting rid of 
the game's interface as I heard Rebecca's voice. She stood 
in front of me and took off her winter coat. She pulled up a 
chair. Her dark hair was shorter than last time I'd seen her. 
She looked good. 


"Rebecca," I said with a wide smile. "It's nice to see you." 


She took a seat and waved her hand in front of her face. 
Her eyes glimmered for a second. "You took me by surprise 
with your phone call. I wasn't sure what to think of it when 
you blogged about needing some time for yourself. I'm glad 
it calmed you down. Is it true you took a job at Nordica?" 


"It's true. I can do some good there, and I can help bring in 
some money to help with Mom." 


"I'm glad." Her smile seemed forced, and there was 
hesitation in her voice. Perhaps she was just surprised to 
see me? "How are you?" 


I took a sip of coffee. "I'm good. For once, I think I'm 
actually doing well." 


"It couldn't have been easy, abandoning all those old ideas 
of yours and taking a job at Nordica." Her brow wrinkled. 


I laughed. "It felt strange at first, but I got used to it. I like it 
so far." 


Her eyes glimmered again. She probably ordered 
something through the app. "So, what made you change 
your mind about implants?" 


I shrugged. "I don't know. It's hard to tell. The last few 
months are a bit of a blur. I visited some old MIT friends, 
traveled a bit. I think things changed after that protest I 
went to. All it did was start a fight, and then we found out 
that the documents I got were fake. I supposed I needed to 
get nudged back to reality." 


"Still, you scared a lot of people. I even had a woman 
contact me and ask if I'd heard anything from you. Does the 
name Dolores Gill ring any bells?" 


I frowned." She's a former Prototek executive. You might 
have read her name in the news. She's the one who 
fabricated that whole election story." Again, I felt a wave of 
nausea as I remembered her. "Honestly, it's a bit of a 
difficult subject for me." 


"IT understand." Rebecca's lips stiffened. "Are you sure 
you're okay? It all seems like such a big change." 


"Don't worry about me. I mean, I know that it must be a bit 
of a shock, me working for a company I used to protest 
against, but it's less stressful. They have me working on 
storage encryption for the Nordica cloud." 


A waiter brought Rebecca a cup of coffee, which she 
accepted. "You always were into security," she said. "Still, 
your old followers can't all be happy about your decision." 


I sighed. "Between you and me, my life isn't their choice. 
I'm still the same person. I still believe that software should 
help people. I just realized that I can do more good working 
for Nordica than I can trying to fight progress." 


"Well, I'm glad that you finally found something." Rebecca 
took a sip of coffee. "I also noticed you play Legends now." 


"I do. I like it so far. I just reached level seven." 


"Friend me," she said. "I can give you some items to get you 
started." 


I raised a finger. "Hold on. I can connect with you through 
Friendhub. I made an account there yesterday." 


Rebecca blinked. "Wow, the Nordica job, I kind of 
understand, but Friendhub? Who are you, and what have 
you done with my brother?" 


I laughed. "It's just easier. Everyone uses it these days." 


"Seriously, are you sure you're okay?" Rebecca stared at 
me. She lowered her voice. "I'm starting to think you might 
have been right about implants manipulating people." 


I felt another wave of nausea at the thought. "I wasn't. 
You've seen the investigation results. It was all a hoax." The 
words came out almost on their own. 


“But what about the source code leak?" Her words made 
me feel dizzy. "There's some pretty scary stuff in there. 
Virtuoso can apparently make pretty drastic changes to our 
brain chemistry, and some people say Kiva can do the same. 
I installed Reclaim, and I got everyone in the family to do it, 
too." 


“Please, Rebecca." I shook my head. "Let's talk about 
something else. It's still a difficult topic for me." 


Rebecca frowned, but her expression changed to a more 
pleasant, if somewhat forced, smile. "If you say so. Anyway, 
are you doing anything on Saturday? You should come over 
for supper. Mom would love to see you." 


"I'm available." I took a sip of coffee. "I want to be there for 
Mom from now on. And maybe I can join in implant games 
night." 


She stared at me for a moment before replying in her usual, 
pleasant voice. "That would be great." 
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I stood by myself in the subway, watching a cooking video 
for a pasta recipe I wanted to attempt. My new apartment 
came with a rather large kitchen, and I was starting to get 
a feel for experimentation. As if reading my mind, a banner 
popped up at the bottom of the video, suggesting I 
automatically add the required ingredients to my grocery 
list. I clicked it almost as a reflex. It should all get delivered 
to my apartment on Friday, at the usual time. 


A disagreeable smell made its way to my nostrils. I frowned 
as I found it coming from a girl in dirty clothes standing in 
front of me. I shooed her away as she probably begged for 
change, instead turning Legends of Akharan back on. 


As promised, Rebecca had already sent me some gold 
alongside a better sword. I opened the note that 
accompanied the equipment. 


Hey Aaron, here's some stuff to get you started. You should 
go level up in the Alanore Forest, it's a bit easier at your 
level. Either way, I thought a bit about all we talked about, 
and I'm still worried about you. I get it, your career is your 
own business, but I think I'll give Dolores Gill a call. If 
anything, she seemed worried about you. 


Still, take care of yourself and I'm looking forward to you 
spending more time with the family. Mom will be thrilled. 


Love, 
Rebecca. 


I had a moment of panic as I typed in a reply, asking her to 
please not get involved. The last thing I needed were my old 
mistakes catching up with me. I took a deep breath once 
the message was sent. I'd promised myself I'd stop 
worrying about this stuff, so 1 equipped the new weapon, 
looking forward to finally completing the goblin quest I'd 
been under-equipped for. 


I thought I heard my name through the crowd, but I 
ignored it. I stopped by the auction house so I could buy 
some iron and craft a new piece of armor for my character. 
For good measure, I scanned the subway train. Two other 
players were present, but none of them offered anything I 
needed for trade. I felt a yank on my sleeve, and I pulled my 
arm away." Leave me alone," I mumbled. "I don't have any 
change." 


A prompt appeared on top of the interface, letting me know 
that the train was arriving at St-Laurent station. I dismissed 
it, as I still had a few stations to go. I heard the familiar 
jingle marking the opening of the doors and felt someone 
bump into me. They grabbed my hand. 


"Excuse me,' I said as a metal object was placed in my 
hand. "What are you doing?" 


I looked around but couldn't find whoever had left the small 
piece of metal in my hand. The person had probably left the 
train with the rest of the crowd. I looked down at my palm 
and found the object to be a metal pin. On the pin was an 
alien creature with long limbs. Between its outstretched 
fingers was the word "Libresource." 
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